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“[T]hose claws, those claws, those claws.” 
(Bring Up the Bodies 249) 
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Abstract 
This thesis explores the influence of the Gothic novel on Hilary Mantel’s Wolf Hall and Bring 
Up the Bodies, the main focus being the archetype of the Gothic villain and the closely related 
Byronic hero. It examines the Gothic mood and the instances of Gothic machinery and offers 
a new perspective on the portrayal of Thomas More as the Gothic villain. The characters of 
Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn, who until now have been overlooked by most researchers in 
favour of the protagonist Thomas Cromwell, are discussed in great detail. The thesis argues 
that both are Byronic heroes, albeit crueller and less sympathetic incarnations than is the 
norm, who share some of the characteristics with the Gothic villain. 
 
Key words: Gothic novel, Gothic villain, Byronic hero, Hilary Mantel, Thomas More, Henry 
VIII, Anne Boleyn. 
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Povzetek 
Naloga preučuje vpliv gotskega romana v romanih Wolf Hall in Bring Up the Bodies 
pisateljice Hilary Mantel, s poudarkom na arhetipu gotskega zlobneža in njemu sorodnega 
Byronskega junaka. Naloga raziskuje, kako se v romanih odraža gotsko vzdušje, ter 
izpostavlja druge ključne gotske elemente. Lik Thomasa Mora je prvič predstavljen v luči 
gotskega zlobneža. Podrobno sta analizirana tudi Henrik VIII. in Anne Boleyn, ki sta bila v 
dosedanjih strokovnih razpravah zapostavljena; večina pozornosti je namreč veljala junaku, 
Thomasu Cromwellu. Teza naloge je, da sta oba lika Byronska junaka, ki imata določene 
značilnosti gotskega zlobneža. Te se odražajo predvsem v izrazito krutem značaju, zaradi 
katerega v bralcu vzbujata manj sočutja, kot je običajno za junake te vrste.  
Ključne besede: gotski roman, gotski zlobnež, Byronski junak, Hilary Mantel, Thomas More, 
Henrik VIII., Anne Boleyn 
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1 Introduction 
This thesis aims to examine the elements of the Gothic novel in Hilary Mantel’s Wolf Hall 
and Bring Up the Bodies, particularly the figure of the Gothic villain and his cousin the 
Byronic hero. The discussion consists of two parts, both further divided into three sub-
sections. The first part outlines the history and characteristics of the Gothic novel with and 
emphasis on the Gothic villain as well as the villain’s influence on the subsequent 
development of the Byronic hero. The Byronic hero is studied in detail, and special attention 
is given to the parallels and contrasts between him and the Gothic villain. The third sub-
section of the first part is devoted to the Byronic heroine. The second part of the paper 
contains the analysis of Mantel’s novels; the first sub-section discusses the Gothic 
characteristics of the novels, culminating in Thomas More’s depiction as the Gothic villain. 
The second and third sub-sections analyse to what extent Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn may 
be considered Byronic heroes despite the fact that they both exhibit features of the Gothic 
villain.  
The purpose of this research paper is to add to the relatively small amount of scholarly works 
focusing on Mantel’s Wolf Hall and Bring Up the Bodies. Most of these analyse the 
protagonist Thomas Cromwell, Master Secretary to Henry VIII, and occasionally Thomas 
More, both of whom have only been discussed as tragic heroes. This paper offers a novel 
perspective by placing the novels within the framework of the Gothic-Romantic tradition and 
proposes the interpretation of the novels as Gothic in tone with More as a Gothic villain. 
Furthermore, this paper conducts an in-depth analysis of the largely neglected figures of 
Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn. Considering their presence in the novels is eclipsed only by 
Cromwell’s own, and certainly exceeds that of More, who dies in Wolf Hall, the analysis of 
their characters is long overdue. 
The interest in the nearly-forgotten Gothic villain and the Romantic Byronic hero may appear 
outdated but their appearance in the contemporary historical novel is significant in the genre’s 
development. In recent years historical fiction has not only experienced a surge in global 
popularity, it has also slowly regained the status of a legitimate literary genre it once enjoyed. 
It is of note that since its inception in 1969 and up until 1987 the Booker Prize—now the Man 
Booker Prize—has been awarded to historical fiction only once, yet from then the number has 
risen to fourteen. Nine of these novels won after the year 2000. The examination of the 
Pulitzer Prize winners of the 21st century is just as telling. Six winners in the last twenty years 
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have been historical novels: Michael Chabon’s The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay 
(2001), Edward P. Jones’s The Known World (2003) Geraldine Brooks’s March (2005), a 
retelling of Luisa May Alcott’s Little Women (1868-69), Anthony Doerr’s WWII novel All the 
Light We Cannot See (2015), Colson Whitehead’s alternate history novel The Underground 
Railroad (2017) and this year’s winner The Nickel Boys (2019). Evidently historical fiction 
has once more “become respectable, even intellectual” (de Groot 98). The genre achieved this 
by becoming topical. It reinvented itself as a vehicle for social discourse, finally shedding the 
derogatory label of escapist literature that has plagued it for the past century. While the 
historical novel of old was interested in the great events and men of the past, the 
contemporary historical novel seeks to uncover narratives that have been repressed, 
misinterpreted or ignored throughout history. This “history from the margins” includes slave 
narratives, gay and lesbian identities, and colonial texts (de Groot 148). The efforts of the 
historical novel also tie in with the rising feminist movement to reclaim the past by publishing 
texts by female authors as well as challenge the historical context, which typically renders 
half the population invisible (de Groot 156).  
Mantel’s concern is likewise the distortion of history for “a good deal of what we think we 
know about the past is unverified tradition and unexamined prejudice” (“History in Fiction”). 
In Wolf Hall and Bring Up the Bodies, Mantel challenges the established identities of some of 
the most controversial figures in history. She reinterprets the historical narrative by casting 
Saint Thomas More in the role of the Gothic villain and pitting him against the almost 
universally reviled Thomas Cromwell, who is portrayed as a tragic hero. Mantel explains: “It 
wasn't that I wanted to rehabilitate him […] Some readers think I've been too easy on 
Cromwell. In fact it's possible to write a version of his career in which he is, at worst, the 
loyal servant of a bad master” (“how I came to write Wolf Hall”). In historical fiction, the 
question is less about truth than perspective. As stated by Barthes, “historical discourse is 
nothing more than “an ideological elaboration […] an imaginary elaboration” (de Groot 138), 
and therefore a search for the ultimate truth is not only impossible but irrelevant. What the 
historical novel can do is offer varying perspectives on old tales. Just as Toni Morison’s 
characters reclaim their slave identities in Beloved (1987), so too does Mantel, by granting 
Cromwell the role of narrator, allow him a chance to claim his story as his own. To a lesser 
degree, the bloodstained Henry VIII and scheming Anne Boleyn are humanized if not 
vindicated as tortured Byronic heroes. Seen in this light, it becomes clear that the roles of the 
Gothic villain and the Byronic hero in Mantel’s novels go far beyond that of literary 
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curiosities. They are the instruments she uses to question established historical truths. The 
relevance of the Gothic villain and the Byronic hero is all the greater when they are 
considered within the context of this age. At a time when discussion about the 
misrepresentation of history is predominantly concerned with non-male and non-white groups 
and individuals, Mantel’s Gothic-Romantic heroes represent a unique focus on historical 
figures that are not only white but predominantly male. 
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2 Theory 
2.1 The Gothic Novel 
2.1.1 The Historical and the Gothic Novel 
In 2009 Hilary Mantel won the Man Booker Prize for her novel Wolf Hall, which traces the 
rise and fall of Thomas Cromwell, for a time Master Secretary to King Henry VIII. She won 
again in 2012 for the sequel Bring Up the Bodies. Mantel’s achievement is unprecedented; not 
only is she the first female as well as the first British author to be awarded the Man Booker 
Prize twice but she is the first to be awarded twice for what is loosely called “historical 
fiction”. Mantel herself has taken issue with the term due to the negative connotation that has 
long been attached to the genre: 
The boundaries of the term ‘historical fiction’ are now so wide that it's almost 
meaningless, so use of the term is beginning to look like an accusation, a stick to beat 
writers with: you're historical, you weaselly good-for-nothing, you luxury, you 
parasite. The accusation is that authors are ducking the tough issues in favour of 
writing about frocks. There is a certain strand of historical fiction of which this is 
certainly true; it is chick-lit with wimples. But that is not the kind of historical fiction 
that is under attack. It is too soft a target. The grumbling is aimed at literary fiction set 
in the past, which is accused of being, by its nature, escapist. (“History in Fiction”) 
 
Mantel’s own particular brand of historical fiction has nothing in common with historical 
romances but it does share the characteristics with a different genre. Her writing is suffused 
with a specific dark quality, which reviewers have described as “atmospheric, compelling and 
terrifying” (Duncker), “strong meat, reeking with blood and guts and filth” (Chisholm) and 
“darkly magnificent” (Smith), in a word, Gothic. The historical novel and the Gothic novel 
have a complicated history. The birth of the historical novel is generally attributed to the 
works of Sir Walter Scott (de Groot 11). In his crucial work The Historical Novel (1955), one 
of the fundamental scholars of historical fiction, Georg Lukacs, argues that unlike his 
predecessors, who use history as “mere costumery”, Scott captures the “individuality of 
characters from the historical peculiarity of their age” (19). It is this that Lukacs considers to 
be the essential mark of the genre. The beginning of the 19
th
 century saw the development of 
history as a science together with the realist novel, and the historical novel had a profound 
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influence on both (Hamnett 173). At the time Scott was lauded not only in literary circles but 
in scientific ones as well for taking on the historian’s burden of making the past accessible 
and understandable (de Groot 33). But before Scott revolutionized the novel with his 
Waverley (1814), the literary world was shaken by the emergence of another type of writing. 
The social and political upheavals as well as the incredible developments of the modern era 
had a profound impact on contemporary authors (le Tellier 3). They sought to articulate the 
turbulent times by rejecting the rational and ordered Classicism of the eighteenth century 
literary tradition, represented by Richardson, Fielding, Smollett and Sterne, and moved into 
the domain of imagination and feeling, a trait shared by the Romantic Movement whose 
development coincided with that of the Gothic novel (Hennessy 7). Though largely neglected 
today, the Gothic novel was crucial in the development of the novel, and those who either 
wrote in the tradition or were influenced by it include some of the most celebrated authors of 
all time: the Brontë sisters, Charles Dickens, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Edgar Allen Poe, Herman 
Melville, William Faulkner, E.T.A. Hoffman, Balzac, Dostoyevsky, Kafka and Thomas Mann 
(le Tellier 6).  
Scott himself credited Horace Walpole, generally considered to be the author of the first 
Gothic novel, as one of the influences for his own writing and made extensive use of Gothic 
imagery (Hamnett 26-27). This is most evident in his novel Ivanhoe (1819) which is set in 
medieval times and features dark castles, dungeons, a damsel whose virtue is threatened by a 
passionate and unscrupulous man of Romanic origin — the Norman Templar de Bois-
Guilbert, evil monks who attempt to bury a man alive and said man’s “resurrection”. Scott 
was also an admirer of Ann Radcliffe, arguably the most famous Gothic novelist of the time 
(Hennesy 38). But to what extent the Gothic tradition is relevant to the historical novel 
remains a point of contention among the critics. While Lukacs acknowledges the existence of 
novels with historical themes in the seventeenth and eighteenth century, he considers them to 
be at best “precursors” of the historical novel and explicitly calls out Horace Walpole’s The 
Castle of Otranto, the first Gothic novel, for its lack of the “specifically historical” element 
later pioneered by Scott (19). Hume also finds little historical value in the Gothic novel and 
sees the historical novel as an “offshoot or development of the Gothic novel”, the relationship 
between them purely accidental (283). Indeed the Gothic novel did not concern itself with 
historical accuracy and did not make social observations of the presented historical period 
(Hamnett 27). Its fascination with the Middle Ages is attributed to the simple fact that the 
period lends itself well to terrifying stories: the Gothic architecture, especially half-ruined 
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castles and abbeys rife with dark corridors, secret underground passages and dungeons, was 
essential in the creation of the “Gothic gloom” (Hennessy 8). The sole element of history 
explored was the grotesqueness of seemingly less enlightened times and even this was 
magnified and contorted until it passed into the realm of fantasy.  
It is of note that Walpole’s approach to history was not as unconcerned as it may appear. In 
the very beginning The Castle of Otranto plays with its own historical validity by presenting 
itself as the translation of a sixteenth century manuscript of an eleventh century Italian 
manuscript that was supposedly found in a library (de Groot 15). Walpole admits that his 
novel is not a faithful representation of the Middle Ages: “The principal incidents are such as 
were believed in the darkest ages of Christianity, but the language and conduct have nothing 
that savours of barbarism” (Walpole). Also telling is his sentence: “Belief in every king of 
prodigy was so established in those dark ages, that an author would not be faithful to the 
manners of the times, who should omit all mention of them” (Walpole), which suggests that 
just like Lukacs, Walpole was aware that the key to writing historical novels lay in properly 
representing the manners of a period. It is fair to say that Walpole did not misunderstand or 
disregard the historical aspect of his writing. He simply narrowed his interest on the perceived 
superstition of people in the Middle Ages, which he deliberately exaggerated and embellished 
so that they might serve his purpose, which was to arouse terror. Aside from this historical 
consideration his characters are completely contemporary in all other respects, though Scott 
would later credit Walpole as the first modern author to attempt to breach the divide between 
the past and the present (Hennessy 12). Contemporary critics were less enthusiastic and saw 
the Gothic novel as both a distasteful as well as a harmful subversion of the past for they saw 
in it the possible mode of chaos and social unrest (de Groot 16). One of the harshest critics of 
the time proved to be Jane Austen who famously satirized the work of Ann Radcliffe, the 
most popular Gothic novelist of the time, with her Northanger Abbey (1816). Her view was 
that Gothic fiction was no more than fantasy whose sole purpose was to explore female fear 
and desire (ibid. 16), and her novel was intended as a cautionary tale, which teaches that 
indulging in tales of terror and overstimulating the imagination can be potentially detrimental 
for the development of reason and sense as is the case of the impressionable young heroine 
Catherine Morland. 
There are those who take a more charitable view of the Gothic novel. De Groot considers it to 
be “a key type of historical fiction” whose interest in history was fuelled by a fascination with 
its perceived savagery and mystery—the result being the “fetishisation of European history” 
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(14). This reasoning is reminiscent of Mantel’s own view of history. In her defence of the 
historical novel as an escapist genre she says:  
It's as if the past is some feathered sanctuary, a nest muffled from contention and the 
noise of debate, its events suffused by a pink, romantic glow. [...] If anything, the 
opposite is true. A relation of past events brings you up against events and mentalities 
that, should you choose to describe them, would bring you to the borders of what your 
readers could bear. The danger you have to negotiate is not the dimpled coyness of the 
past – it is its obscenity. (“History in Fiction”) 
 
Just like the Gothic novelists of old, Mantel considers history a place of terror, (i.e. “the past 
is violent” (ibid.)), one the modern individual would find disturbing in the extreme were it 
laid bare by the writer. For Mantel the line between the Gothic and the historical is less 
tentative than critics would care to admit. If her treatment of history is worthy of a historian, 
her approach to the past is that of a Gothic novelist. Mantel herself acknowledges the allure 
and pull of the terror and supernatural that is a staple of her writing style: 
What sort of person writes fiction about the past? It is helpful to be acquainted with 
violence, because the past is violent. […] It is necessary to understand that the dead 
are real, and have power over the living. It is helpful to have encountered the dead first 
hand, in the form of ghosts. (“History in Fiction”) 
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2.1.2 From Walpole to Maturin and Beyond 
Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto (1764) is considered to be the first Gothic novel 
(Hume 282). Walpole was an antiquarian with an interest in Gothic architecture who had 
transformed his own home into a Gothic castle that included a monastic hall with statues of 
saints, arched windows and a staircase with suits of armour (Hennessy 10). His obsession 
with the Gothic aesthetic resulted in a dream where he found himself in a castle and saw a 
gigantic armoured hand at the top of a staircase (ibid. 10) — this served as inspiration for 
what was to become The Castle of Otranto. Walpole’s main objective was to write a hybrid of 
modern fiction rooted in reality and ancient romances rich with magic, lore and chivalry 
(Maxwell and Trumpener 50). Consequently the characters are a blend of the modern and 
ancient; while their speech and thoughts were contemporary, their ready acceptance of the 
supernatural was more in line with the mentality of the medieval times (Hennessy 12). It is 
this disregard for the historical manners that Lukacs objects to.  
Today The Castle of Otranto is valued not as a literary achievement but primarily as the 
archetypal work of the entire Gothic novel, a novel that set the foundation upon which other 
authors would build and polish the genre (le Tellier 9). Walpole himself admitted the novel’s 
limitations:  
As the public have applauded the attempt, the author must not say he was entirely 
unequal to the task he had undertaken: yet if the new route he has struck out shall have 
paved a road for men of brighter talents, he shall own with pleasure and modesty, that 
he was sensible the plan was capable of receiving greatest embellishments than his 
imagination or conduct of the passions could bestow on it. (Preface) 
 
While the vividness and detail of the world where the story takes place was ground-breaking 
storytelling at the time and contributed greatly to the novel’s popularity, one of the 
weaknesses of The Castle of Otranto is an underdeveloped setting, which has a crucial role in 
the Gothic novel (le Tellier 88). The main setting is the castle Otranto but its potential is never 
realized and it remains a “stage prop” due to an only hastily sketched background (ibid. 88). 
Without a real sense of the place the reader cannot become immersed in the story and 
establish an emotional connection with it. With the Gothic novel, whose entire success 
depends on whether or not it can inspire a strong emotional reaction from the reader, a weak 
setting may prove fatal. The failure to create a suitably mysterious atmosphere is another 
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charge levelled at Walpole, which may be partly blamed on the setting but also bad pacing 
and lack of clarity due to a convoluted plot, an overload of Gothic machinery and flat 
characters (Hennessy 13). 
Despite its shortcomings The Castle of Otranto was innovative in three points later adopted 
by other Gothic writers. Walpole was the first to take full advantage of the Gothic castle as a 
vehicle for Gothic machinery — the vaults, secret passages, dungeons, clanking chains, 
ghosts and a portrait that comes to life are juxtaposed against the castle’s previous role in old 
romances (Hennessy 12). No longer a symbol of chivalry and order, the castle becomes a 
place of terror, presenting a different take on the medieval past in most subsequent Gothic 
works. Completing the image of desolation are the surroundings of Gothic castles, which 
typically feature dark and hostile woods instead of gardens (Tracy 4). Thus in The Mysteries 
of Udolpho the eponymous castle is the lair of a villainous band instead of noble knights, in 
Jane Eyre the grim Thornfield Hall serves as a prison for a violent madwoman, while 
Misselthwaite Manor from The Secret Garden is the home of the depressed Mr Craven and 
his neglected invalid son. The decaying image of the Gothic world suggests there were once 
happier times and many novels
1
 feature heroes returning to find their homes in ruin (ibid. 4).  
Another of Walpole’s innovations was the use of natural forces to establish the atmosphere 
and foreshadow an evil fate that awaits the heroes (Hennessy 13). Prominent examples 
include the use of moonlight and a gust of wind that extinguishes the heroine’s lamp — 
motifs that have since been copied by numerous authors (ibid. 13). There is a general lack of 
sunlight in the Gothic novels with the majority of scenes taking place at night or in shadowy 
places such as castle halls, tunnels or forests (Tracy 4). Aside from setting the appropriate 
gloomy and anxious mood, the darkness together with the images of decay symbolizes a 
world devoid of light (ibid. 4). Consequently, this is a world devoid of goodness and hope. 
Nature itself is frequently portrayed as hostile: in Lewis’s The Monk there is a conspicuous 
description of a mountaintop from which the villain, Ambrosio, is later thrown to his death by 
Satan, and in Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho the beauty of the Pyrenees is contrasted 
with grim sights such as memorial crosses and gallows that fill the heroine with terror (ibid. 
4). A more direct example of nature foreshadowing misfortune can be found in Jane Eyre 
where the splitting of the chestnut tree by lightning the very night Jane becomes engaged to 
the already married Rochester portends the misfortune that is to befall the pair: Rochester is 
                                                 
1Sleath’s Orphan of the Rhine, Stanhope’s The Corsair’s Bride, Godwin’s St Leon, Moore’s Grasville Abbey, 
Ball’s The Black Robber, and Montague’s The Demon of Sicily (Tracy 4). 
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blinded and crippled in a fire and Jane nearly dies from starvation and illness. However, 
Walpole’s greatest contribution to the Gothic novel is the character of Theodore, an early 
prototype for what would later become the Byronic hero (Hennessy 13). The examination of 
the Byronic hero is an essential part of this thesis and it will be discussed in a separate section.  
The writer who significantly expanded the role of the setting in the Gothic novel was William 
Beckford in his Vathek (1786), in which the setting adopts a symbolic meaning (Le Tellier 
90). No longer relegated to a blurry background, the world becomes the mirror image of the 
protagonist’s spiritual journey from heaven (“a high mountain whose sides were swarded with 
wild thyme and basil”) to purgatory (“valleys of darkness”) to hell (“a stair-case of polished 
marble, that seemed to approach the abyss”), all of which are outlined in great detail (93). The 
text is enriched by the time the author devotes to meticulously painting a scene and set the 
mood. The terror is described just as vividly with people “shrieking with agony”, their faces 
resembling “the livid paleness of death” (Hennessy 16). Aside from elevating the Gothic 
novel to a more poetic level, Vathek is also significant in that it was read in 1815 by Percy 
Shelley and his then-mistress Mary Godwin (ibid. 18). It is believed that Godwin found 
inspiration in Beckford’s novel about a man whose thirst for knowledge and power leads him 
to sell his soul to the devil, and applied the same drive to her own protagonist in Frankenstein 
(1818).  
The most famous Gothic novelist today is Ann Radcliffe who “added poetry to the novel” 
primarily through her rich descriptions of landscape and her skill in conveying the feelings of 
the characters (Hennessy 22). The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794) and The Italian (1797) are 
considered to be her best novels, and share many similarities: the Mediterranean setting, a 
beautiful naïve heroine who must overcome the obstacles set by the cruel but charismatic and 
passionate villain, and supernatural occurrences that are revealed to have rational explanations 
(ibid. 23). The most developed aspect of Radcliffe’s novels is the setting; her love of nature 
and attention to detail is akin to those of the Romantic writers (le Tellier 95). Just as in 
Vathek, the changing scenery represents the characters’ spiritual journey. In The Mysteries of 
Udolpho, when Emily and her father leave behind the woods and pastures of their idyllic 
country life and travel through the Pyrenees, they enter a world of danger and evil where they 
eventually meet with misfortune (ibid. 98). Radcliffe’s skilful descriptions are all the more 
impressive, considering she never saw the places she was describing but took the images from 
landscape painters and travel journals (Hennessy 22). Despite her constant focus on nature, it 
is the descriptions of buildings that are of primary importance for they serve as reflections of 
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their occupants’ character: La Vallee’s simple elegance represents the goodness and nobility 
of Emily’s family, Madam Cheron’s vulgarity is mirrored in her tacky mansion, while the 
solitary, gloomy and foreboding Castle of Udolpho is the embodiment of its master, the 
villain Montoni (99). This technique can be observed in many later writers, such as Emily 
Brontë’s Wuthering Heights (1847) where the grim Wuthering Heights and the splendid 
Thrushcross Grange reflect the contrasting natures of their owners, the cruel and uncouth 
Heathcliff and the amiable and genteel Edgar respectively. So too does the splendid 
Thornfield Hall with its forbidden third floor reflect its owner, the proud and aristocratic but 
secretive Mr Rochester. 
The Italian is further praised for its exploration of the mystery surrounding the monastic life 
within the Roman Catholic Church and the bloody torture exacted by the Inquisition 
(Hennessy 23). However, the theme is already present in Matthew Lewis’s The Monk (1796), 
which unlike Radcliffe’s work evokes horror, not terror, and therefore inspires repugnance 
alongside fear (ibid. 25). Lewis broke new ground by including gruesome acts and scenes his 
predecessors had shrunk from: matricide, incestuous rape, the death of a nun’s illegitimate 
child and a detailed scene about its corpse decomposing in its mother’s arms (ibid. 26). 
Lewis’s treatment of the setting was innovative in that it was no longer used merely for 
atmospheric purposes or world-building but carried a thematic importance that took the 
Gothic novel into a new direction (le Tellier 109). While Vathek and The Mysteries of 
Udolpho depict a more or less balanced world — a world of good and evil presented through 
images of heaven and hell — Lewis introduces the feeling of a conquering evil that pervades 
the novel (ibid. 103). The Cathedral of St Francis which should stand as a symbol of light is in 
reality a place of vice and wickedness and the single mention of heaven in the novel conveys 
the message that it is unattainable on earth (ibid. 106). It is true that Lewis borrowed heavily 
from Radcliffe, the Jacobean dramatists, as well as Geothe’s Faust and Schiller (Hennessy 
26). What was his own was his willingness to shock that pushed the Gothic novel into a 
direction it dared not venture before with far-reaching consequences. The element of horror 
that he relished heavily influenced Hoffman, and subsequently Maturin, Emily Brontë’s 
Wuthering Heights and Edgar Allan Poe (ibid. 27).  
Lewis’s idea of overwhelming evil is fully realized in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein where the 
old idea that Paradise may be found on earth is utterly destroyed (le Tellier 110). Once more 
the setting serves as a reflection of the terror and despair that pervade the novel. The framing 
story takes place in the Arctic where Frankenstein at last catches up to the Monster after it has 
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killed all of his loved ones — the frozen wasteland is both a symbol of the Monster’s tortured 
isolation as well as its creator’s destroyed idealism (le Tellier 110). This is contrasted by 
Frankenstein’s childhood home in Geneva whose beautiful nature inspires him to learn its 
laws and eventually leads to his creation of the Monster with disastrous consequences (ibid. 
112). Mary Shelley’s reverence of nature is distinctly Romantic. The influence is unsurprising 
considering her husband was Percy Bysshe Shelley, and the novel was begun as an exercise in 
writing ghost stories on the suggestion of Lord Byron in 1816 while the Shelleys were staying 
with him as well as Lewis (Hennessy 18). However, her interest is less in exploring its 
wonders than its dark side and subverting it to suit her more Gothic tastes. Among Byron’s 
guests was also Dr John Polidori who partook in the writing challenge, the result of which 
was a novella titled The Vampyre (le Tellier 12). The novel drew on the folkloric vampire 
myth and served as the basis for Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1896), one of the most famous 
Gothic novels to date (ibid. 12).  
The influence of Vathek on Frankenstein is clear: protagonists from both novels attempt to 
discover the secret of life — Vathek by selling his soul to the devil, Frankenstein through 
horrific experiments with corpses — and pay dearly for their ambition and curiosity 
(Hennessy 18). Frankenstein’s examination of the potential of science and the resulting moral 
implications make the novel one of the earliest works of science fiction (ibid. 2), yet it is also 
a profoundly psychological work. The bond between Frankenstein and his creation is as 
destructive as it is unbreakable. Frankenstein sees the monster as his own spirit, risen from the 
grave like a vampire and forced by his ungodly nature to kill those he loves (ibid. 20). There 
is indication that the monster feels the same for after it kills Frankenstein it expresses grief 
over his death and while bending over his body says he will burn himself on a funeral pyre 
(ibid. 20). They are essentially one and the same, the monster merely a physical manifestation 
of Frankenstein’s blasphemous attempt to play god. The same idea concerning the duality of 
nature was later used by R. L. Stevenson in The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde 
(1888) where the doctor inadvertently awakens a demonic version of himself through the use 
of a potion (ibid. 21). In Frankenstein, Shelley also explores the issues of morality and 
politics — the monster’s degeneration into evil being a result of his rejection by society and 
the monster’s musings on the injustice of social inequality and the perceived moral corruption 
of the poor — in the socialist spirit of her father, William Godwin (ibid. 21). Mary Shelley 
elevated the Gothic novel to a literary level, which is the reason Frankenstein is one of the 
few works from the genre whose popularity and critical success has endured to the present. 
~ 20 ~ 
 
The height of the Gothic novel is generally thought to be Charles Maturin’s Melmoth the 
Wanderer (1820) after publication of which the genre’s popularity declined (Hume 282). 
Maturin borrowed heavily from Lewis and the novel is filled with maniacs, cruel monks and 
dark cellars with skeletons, but what is unique is his attention to the destruction of the mind 
caused by unbearable torment (Hennessy 28). The central theme of the novel is suffering 
shown to be present everywhere from madhouses and hovels to convents and palaces (le 
Tellier 115) and the overall feeling is one of doom (ibid. 116). Melmoth is seen as a 
masterpiece and the “culmination of the [Gothic] school” (ibid. 13), and serves as inspiration 
for a diverse group of works such as suspense stories of Wilkie Collins and R. L. Stevenson, 
psychological terror stories like Henry James’s The Turn of The Screw (1898), Oscar Wilde’s 
The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890) and modern detective novels, but it had a particular 
impact on Hugo, Dumas père and Balzac, who wrote a sequel to Melmoth titled Melmoth 
Reconciled (Hennessy 28).  
After 1820 the Gothic novel began to decline in quality when it was taken over by less skilled 
authors who imitated the works of the past and contributed nothing new to the exhausted 
genre (Hennessy 30). It is telling that Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey, a satire of the Gothic 
novel, originally written in 1803, was only published in 1818 when it could no longer harm 
the genre that had already lost popularity (ibid. 30). There was also a distinct shift in public 
taste towards a more ordered, rational type of literature represented by the works of Sir Walter 
Scott (de Groot 16). The age of the Gothic novel was coming to an end but its essence lived 
on in popular literature and particularly in the works of the Romantics (Hennessy 31).  
Aside from those previously mentioned, the works of the 19
th
 century with traces of the 
Gothic spirit include those of Sir Walter Scott and the Brontë sisters, specifically Charlotte’s 
Jane Eyre and Emily’s Wuthering Heights (Hennessy 38). Despite being usually eclipsed by 
her sisters’ more famous novels, Anne Brontë’s The Tenant of Wildfell Hall (1848) deserves a 
special mention for featuring but ultimately subverting Gothic elements as well as providing 
an example of the Byronic heroine, which shall be discussed separately. The Brontës’ novels 
are unique in that while they are Gothic in mood they are firmly grounded in the realism of 
English country life, which adds an additional layer of credibility (ibid. 38). Unlike in the 
more fantastical Gothic novels, the terror is greater when encountered in a seemingly ordinary 
setting due to the sharp contrast it provides. Also active in the 19
th
 century was the most 
famous American Gothic writer, Edgar Allan Poe, whose entire opus consists of tales of 
Gothic terror (Hennessy 39). He is lauded as the grand-father of science fiction as well as the 
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pioneer of detective fiction, imbuing both genres with his singular Gothic quality as well as 
focusing on the psychological aspect of his characters to an even greater extent than Maturin 
(ibid. 40). Another great writer of psychological terror is Sheridan Le Fanu, best known for 
his vampire tale “Carmilla” (1872), whose eponymous vampires Carmilla is one of the rare 
examples of a supernatural female Gothic villain. Other celebrated authors active in the 
Gothic genre include: Balzac, who besides the already mentioned Melmoth Reconciled wrote 
The Wild Ass’s Skin (1831), a tale of magic whose protagonist is a Faustian hero; Dumas, who 
wrote vampire tales as well as a novel about a werewolf titled The Wolf Leader (1857); 
Nathaniel Hawthorne whose The House of the Seven Gables (1851) is about a cursed family 
and their haunted house; Gogol whose famous short story “The Overcoat” (1842) is a ghost 
story (ibid. 40-42). Additional genres descended from the Gothic novel include thrillers, an 
early example being Wilkie Colins’s The Woman in White (1860) featuring a persecuted 
heroine and a devious villain (ibid. 43), as well as fantasy (ibid. 42). Thrillers like detective 
fiction are fascinating in the way they perfectly copy some trademarks of the Gothic novel 
while skilfully translating other into the modern age. Ingenious murders, the disappearance of 
wills, suspicion and suspense as well as the explanation of the mystery at the end remain the 
same, while the Gothic corridors are replaced by city streets, the fainting heroine becomes 
more independent and the Gothic villain becomes the capable if somewhat eccentric detective 
(ibid. 43). The latter is most famously exemplified by Arthur Conan Doyle’s brilliant but 
egotistical and opium-addicted Sherlock Holmes and later by the equally capable but more 
whimsical Hercule Poirot by Agatha Christie (ibid. 43). Christie’s Crooked House (1949) in 
particular has a distinctly Gothic feel with the eponymous “crooked house” referring to a 
castle-like mansion, home of the fascinating but almost grotesquely disturbed family where 
the murders take place. The air of dread permeates the novel and culminates in the revelation 
of the child as the psychopathic killer of her grandfather and nanny.  
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2.1.3 A Tale of Terror, A Vision Of Evil 
The Gothic novel is fascinated by the unknown, the mysterious and particularly the terrifying 
and haunting, often set in medieval times (de Groot 14). The main purpose is to evoke terror 
in the reader through exploitation of mystery, cruelty and sensational occurrences (le Tellier 
13). The early Gothic writers drew inspiration from the Iliad (featuring ghosts), the thirteenth 
century Icelandic sagas, the medieval romance, Dante, Malory’s Morte d’Arthur (1485), 
Spenser, Shakespeare and Jacobean drama (ibid. 8-9). Other influences included Milton, 
Richardson, Prevost, Ossian, Goethe, Schiller as well as French and English eighteenth-
century novels of sentiment, English and German legends, ballads and folk tales (ibid. 4). 
One of the main objections to the Gothic novel in literary circles has always been that it 
consists of nearly identical works which are no more than a collection of stock devices or 
“Gothic trappings”, such as haunted castles, dungeons and supernatural elements (Hume 282). 
This criticism is not unsubstantiated as indeed the prerequisite for the early Gothic novels was 
the inclusion of nine formal characteristics and motifs:  
1. Claustrophobic containment: the characters feel as though they are enclosed by 
buildings, the compartments within them and compartments within those such as 
coffins or cells. 
2. Subterranean pursuit: the innocent heroine is stalked by the villain at night. 
3. Supernatural encroachment: the intrusion of supernatural figures, often ancestral 
spirits, whose presence disturbs the living characters and the natural order of the 
world. 
4. Aliveness of architecture and objects of art: the inanimate objects within the Gothic 
castle or its equivalent possess a mind of their own, the walls and corridors have 
auditory powers, paintings, furniture and weaponry display intelligence and may move 
and act of their own accord. 
5. “Extraordinary positions” and lethal predicaments: the characters must find 
themselves in threatening situations which may lead to incestuous sex or death; 
examples include being struck by lightning, being thrown from a great height, being 
buried alive and in one notable case death by spontaneous combustion.  
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6. Abeyance of rationality: common in Gothic novels dealing with political or 
religious terror the characters must experience rational helplessness and loss of faith in 
social institutions in the face of an overwhelming feeling of cosmic dread. 
7. Possible victory of evil: in order to create the atmosphere of terror the reader must 
be made aware not only of the possibility but the probability of evil triumphing over 
good, even if in the end this does not come to pass. 
8. Supernatural gadgetry, contraptions, machinery and demonic appliances: talking 
and moving portraits, statues that come to life, animated skeletons; doors, gates, 
portals and casket lids that open and close independently; hidden and forbidden 
chambers; spectres delivering secret messages and manuscripts. 
9. “A constant vicissitude of interesting passions”: a phrase from Walpole’s The 
Castle of Otranto, which refers to the characters behaving in an alarming manner due 
to experiencing extreme emotions, often of a sexual or psychopathic nature; the 
heroine is prone to crying, fainting and hysterics while the Gothic villain despite his 
cold façade is in fact a victim to his “destructive passion” that may manifest as rage, 
envy or despair. 
(Frank 436) 
However, the listed prerequisites are merely the most recognizable, even clichéd, features 
associated with the genre that is at its core preoccupied with an infinitely more intriguing 
theme: the eternal fight between good and evil (Le Tellier 14). The division between Heaven 
and Hell is therefore always at the centre of the novel and influences all its other aspects (ibid. 
14). The atmosphere may be described as a constant sense of impending doom that inspires 
fear and hopelessness in its inhabitants and sends out a clear message: nobody is entirely safe 
(Tracy 3). Unlike in the real world where questions about good and evil, death and damnation 
are of secondary importance in day-to-day life, in the Gothic world they are of immediate 
concern due to the constant invasion of evil and often supernatural forces (ibid. 3). It is a 
nightmare world, a “fallen world” (ibid. 3). The characters are consumed by fear and secret 
guilt, which tend to bring out the worst in people and it is the potential of human evil that lies 
at the heart of true terror. Even the Gothics’ obsession with death and gore is much more than 
part of the Gothic machinery and ties in with the juxtaposition of Heaven and Hell. Graphic 
images of rotting and decay are a staple of Gothic fiction and even more restrained authors 
did not shrink from featuring a decomposing body crawling with vermin (ibid. 5). The 
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grotesqueness and finality of death, aside from being another instrument of terror, serves as 
perhaps the most powerful image of the fallen world as the one farthest removed from the 
light of heaven (Tracy 5).  
The Gothic novel’s preoccupation with the struggle of good versus evil is most evident from 
the collection of stock characters that are easily sorted into these two categories. The first of 
these is the archetype of the Young Hero, noble by birth and appearance, chivalrous, innocent 
and sentimental (Le Tellier 39). His primary role is to provide a striking contrast with the 
Gothic villain and serve as a partner to the persecuted heroine, with whom he shares the 
suffering brought about by events beyond his control until they are ultimately reunited (ibid. 
40). The archetype first appears in The Castle of Otranto with Theodore fulfilling all the 
requirements as well as displaying considerable bravery by twice rescuing the heroine Isabella 
(ibid. 39). Valancourt in Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho is less active and the focus is 
more on the nobility of his cultivated mind (ibid. 40). His innocence leads him to acquire 
gambling debts and consequently lose his position in society, which he only regains through 
marriage with Emily (ibid. 41). In a reversal of roles, it is the heroine who must rescue the 
hero after overcoming her own suffering, a motif later repeated in the dynamic between the 
Byronic hero and heroine. In The Italian the chivalry of Vivaldi is presented almost ironically 
and his terrible suffering while a prisoner of the Inquisition adds unprecedented realism and 
depth to the character (ibid. 43). The development of the Young Hero reaches its climax in 
Melmoth the Wanderer with the young Spanish monk, Moncada, whose life is “a study in 
suffering”: he is the bastard son of a nobleman, forced to take the cloth to redeem for the sin 
of his father, but he suffers persecution and scorn wherever he goes (ibid. 48). His nobility 
and status as an outcast are elements that will later be adopted by the Byronic hero to whom 
Moncada serves as an early prototype.  
The central female role in the Gothic novel is that of the Angelic Heroine or Donna 
Angelicata, the embodiment of beauty and goodness, and it is her relationship to both the hero 
and the villain that greatly defines both of their characters (le Tellier 50). The Castle of 
Otranto provided the basis for the interaction between the villain and the heroine — the 
relentless persecutor and innocent victim (ibid. 50). In Radcliffe’s novels the heroine is the 
most important character since the entire action is related through her experience such as in 
the case of Emily St Aubert in The Mysteries of Udolpho (ibid. 51). In spite of this, 
Radcliffe’s prototypical heroine is hindered by deeply ingrained propriety that rules her mind 
and allows her to completely detach herself from the immorality and indecency she is forced 
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to endure through her contact with the villain, which, though effective for the preservation of 
sanity, prevents any real character growth (le Tellier 53). This is made possible by the fact 
that while constantly under threat of abduction or rape, she never actually experiences any of 
these true terrors (ibid. 53). It was Lewis who developed the Gothic heroine further by 
endowing her with more spirit as well as re-evaluating her symbolic value (ibid. 54). His 
Agnes in The Monk is passionate and lively, which enables her to surrender herself to love 
completely to the point of abandoning all sense of propriety and taking a lover despite being a 
nun (ibid. 55). Though devout and essentially good, she is a far cry from the saintly Angelic 
Heroine and thus represents a step towards greater realism and depth of character, which is 
fully realized in the Byronic heroines of the Brontë sisters. Jane Eyre stands as the prime 
example of an uncompromisingly moral character who nevertheless experiences doubt and 
temptation. It is her mental struggle, which the reader is privy to that makes her one of the 
most complex and lifelike characters in literature. The leap from the dull ingénue to the 
conflicted woman of flesh and blood is achieved through experience, and the journey is 
painful like everything in the Gothic novel. Unlike Radcliffe, Lewis does not spare his 
heroine. Agnes suffers through a long imprisonment, the death of her child as well as mental 
anguish of such magnitude as Radcliffe’s heroines never have to endure because it is a result 
of real human suffering not simply an overstimulated imagination and violent emotions 
brought on by fear (ibid. 55). By forcing the heroine to experience the full effect of terror she 
is humanized and easier to sympathize with than the immaculate Angelic Heroine. Likewise, 
Lewis’s more typical Angelic Heroine, Antonia, is more rounded than Emily. Her purity is a 
result of true devotion and innocent trust rather than the oversensitivity of an accomplished 
young woman (ibid. 56).  
The second female archetype prevalent in Gothic novels is the Demonic Woman or Donna 
Demoniaca, the polar opposite of the Angelic Heroine (le Tellier 69). She is the feminine 
counterpart of the Gothic Villain-Hero and like him spreads evil wherever she goes (ibid. 69). 
The first appearance of this figure is in Beckford’s Vathek: Carathis, a beautiful woman of 
“superior genius” but an evil and destructive nature (ibid. 70). At first Radcliffe shied away 
from the image of an evil woman; Madame Cheron in The Mysteries of Udolpho is petty, 
vulgar and greedy but not truly evil, more reminiscent of the wicked step-mother trope found 
in fairy tales (ibid. 70). Her refusal to sign over her property, which is to be inherited by her 
niece Emily, to her villainous husband and her eventual death from mistreatment by his 
hands, inspire pity and somewhat redeem her in the eyes of the reader. It was only in The 
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Italian that Radcliffe dared to create an outright villainess in the form of Marchessa di Vivaldi 
who is regarded as one of her most straightforward villains as well as an intriguing character 
with a distinctly wicked nature on par with Schedoni (ibid. 74). Radcliffe’s Marchessa owed 
much to Lewis for he was the one who developed the Demonic Woman archetype from the 
evil woman into a true demoness. His Matilda is not only a woman with a demonical nature, 
but a literal demon, the embodiment of Donna Demoniaca, which allows her to tap into the 
forces of darkness that she serves (le Tellier 71). She plays the role of the temptress with her 
main objective being the corruption of Ambrosio, the titular monk, in order to procure his soul 
for Satan (ibid. 71). Her most striking feature is her mercurial nature and ability to change 
throughout the novel, from seductress to mentor, according to the demands of her objective 
(ibid. 73). She has been described as the original Femme Fatale (ibid. 74). She is arguably the 
true villain in The Monk as it is her influence that sets Ambrosio on the path of evil and 
encourages his vices. The figure of the Donna Demoniaca resurfaces in the later century as 
the dark aspect of the Byronic heroine who, like her male counterpart, sometimes exhibits less 
than heroic characteristics. The undeniable sexual appeal and cruel streak are most obviously 
combined in the figure of Cathy from Wuthering Heights, whose transformation from a wild 
but sweet girl to an unhinged seductress prone to terrible fits of passion closely resembles that 
of Matilda.  
 
  
~ 27 ~ 
 
2.1.4 The Gothic Villain 
The most active and well-known figure of the Gothic novel is that of the Gothic Villain. As a 
rule, he is striking, often handsome in appearance, middle-aged or younger, tall and sturdy, 
manly, dark-haired and pale with his most distinguishable physical feature being his eyes that 
are always highly expressive and indicative of his character (Thorslev 53, 54). He is 
aristocratic by birth, an attribute that aids in the sense of power he conveys as well as 
completes the appealing image of the fallen angel (ibid. 54). There is an air of mystery that 
necessarily surrounds the Gothic villain, which is frequently the result of secret past sins (ibid. 
54). He is sometimes referred to as the Villain-Hero and is often regarded as the Gothic 
genre’s most significant legacy due to his status as the primary influence on the development 
of the Byronic hero (Le Tellier 16).  
The term “Villain-Hero” can be misleading since the first manifestations of this archetype are 
straightforward villains and can only be called “heroes” in the sense that they are major 
characters in the novels in which they appear (Thorslev 53). Unlike the later Romantic rebel-
hero, the Gothic villain acknowledges the moral code of his society as well as his wickedness 
in breaking it and therefore does not inspire our sympathy (ibid. 53). Though the Gothic 
villain does not possess the depth of feeling of the later Byronic hero, he is characterized by 
an almost inhuman strength of will, an ingenious mind as well as an endless drive in 
committing evil (ibid. 54). He wholeheartedly embraces his role as a villain and usually revels 
in the misery he creates, making him the most fascinating of the otherwise comparatively 
bland ensemble of Gothic characters. Mrs. Radcliffe’s villains in particular are hailed as her 
most inspired creations that completely eclipse her heroes (ibid. 52). It has been argued, 
however, that the Gothic villain’s motive for villainy often seems disproportionate to the level 
of terror he causes in pursuing it; for Manfred it is the desire to restore his family honour, 
Montoni and Schedoni simply crave wealth, while Ambrosio is consumed by lust, the most 
common of vices (ibid. 54). Consequently, the credibility of the Gothic villain pales in 
comparison to some of the more villainous Byronic heroes who make for better villains 
despite technically being heroes in their own stories. The Count of Monte Cristo’s lust for 
vengeance not only causes the complete financial ruin of his enemies, but drives one mad and 
another to commit suicide. In the end the Count himself is horrified by his own cruelty. The 
Gothic Villain does, however, prove the depth of his evil in one way that forever separates 
him from the Byronic hero. He is without exception misogynistic, not only for the sake of the 
plot that revolves around female sensibility but due to an obvious delight he derives from 
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tormenting women: Montoni takes pleasure in harassing the heroine and hounds his wife to 
death, Schedoni attempts to kill the heroine with his bare hands and only stops when he finds 
out she is his daughter, while Ambrosio drugs and rapes his own sister (Thorslev 55). 
Though the primary interest in the Gothic Villain lies in his connection to the Byronic hero, 
the evolution of his character is intriguing in its own right. The four most famous pre-Byronic 
Gothic Villains are Manfred of Walpole’s Castle of Otranto, Montoni of Radcliffe’s The 
Mysteries of Udolpho, Schedoni of The Italian, and Ambrosio of Lewis’s The Monk (Thorslev 
53). Manfred is the archetype of the Villain-Hero, more specifically the first type: the 
Inscrutable Tyrant (Le Tellier 16). He is underdeveloped as a character, his most distinct 
characteristic being his imperious manner and insatiable thirst for power that hides his secret 
guilt for having usurped the Castle of Otranto (ibid. 16). Manfred’s greatest significance for 
the Gothic genre lies in his pursuit of the heroine Isabelle, which set the precedent for all 
future villain-heroine relationships (ibid. 17). A similar example is Radcliffe’s Montoni, the 
“first great Villain-Hero of the Gothic novel” (19). He is as power-hungry as Manfred and as 
unrelenting in achieving his goals, as well as scornful of pain and fear, which he perceives as 
weaknesses of lesser men (ibid. 18). What is new is the hint of a chivalrous past, the proof of 
his fierce nature (ibid. 18), which in combination with his aristocratic ancestry and loss of 
fortune strikes a sympathetic note. But he is not to be redeemed for Radcliffe presents not a 
noble man brought low but a ruthless leader of a group of banditti, a thoroughly vile band of 
criminals, a dark subversion of the Noble Outlaw in the vein of Robin Hood (Thorslev 56). 
Beckford’s Vathek also falls under the first type, being a lord and tyrant, and entirely in 
thralls of his passions but these are unusual (Le Tellier 19). Vathek is consumed by his thirst 
for knowledge and sensual pleasure, and his pursuit of both leads him on a path of corruption 
and sadism (ibid. 20). Vathek presents a Gothic villain of greater sophistication for though his 
actions are no less deplorable than those of his predecessors, his vices are more refined. He is 
immoral but an intellectual with a true appreciation for all the secrets and pleasures the world 
has to offer.  
The second Gothic Villain type is the Criminal Monk, most famously depicted by Lewis’s 
corrupt monk Ambrosio in The Monk (Thorslev 21). He is exceptional in his complexity of 
character and intriguing not because of his evil deeds but his gradual deterioration from a holy 
man of extraordinary talents to a rapist and murderer due to his fatal flaw: pride (ibid. 23). 
Unlike his villainous predecessors, Ambrosio is not unquestionably evil; he analyses his 
immoral actions and indeed expresses great shame and disbelief at the crimes he commits 
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(Thorslev 24). For the first time we are privy to the villain’s most private thoughts and the 
moral struggle presented adds the touch of realism absent from previous works in the Gothic 
genre. Another novel element is Ambrosio’s lack of control over his lust for the innocent 
heroine Antonia that turns from an initial desire for friendship into an unhealthy obsession 
(ibid. 25).  
Radcliffe created hew own version of the Criminal Monk in Schedoni, a mixture of her own 
Montoni and Lewis’s Ambrosio (ibid. 27). Schedoni’s description of a larger than life figure 
is regarded as the definitive description of the dark romantic hero (ibid. 27): 
His figure was striking, but no so from grace; it was tall, and, though extremely thin, 
his limbs were large and uncouth, […] there was something terrible in its air; 
something almost super-human. […] the livid paleness of his face, increased its severe 
character, and gave an effect to his large melancholy eye, which approached to horror. 
His was not the melancholy of a sensible and wounded heart, but apparently that of a 
gloomy and ferocious disposition. (Radcliffe, The Italian) 
 
The description bears a close resemblance to the later Byronic hero with some crucial points 
of difference. Schedoni is “striking, but no so from grace”, “thin” with “large and uncouth” 
limbs, implying an imposing but disturbing figure quite unlike the always captivating Byronic 
hero (Thorslev 57). The “melancholy eye” (Radcliffe) is another shared characteristic but the 
text clarifies that this is not the glance of the sensitive Byronic hero but rather that of a grim 
villain. Nevertheless, the Gothic villain acquires attractive characteristics as evident from his 
striking physical features as well as the “air of the fallen angel” but he does not yet morph 
into a true Romantic hero because he is not yet able to inspire sympathy in his rebellion 
against society (ibid. 57). Like Ambrosio, Schedoni is ambitious and prideful, carrying the 
burden of a secret crime, and as with Ambrosio, the focus is on his inner turmoil that comes to 
light in the event of his attempted murder of the heroine Ellena (ibid. 29). While not as 
developed as Ambrosio, Schedoni displays a surprising range of feelings when he experiences 
doubt as he prepares for the murder, remorse when he realizes his intended victim was who he 
believed to be his daughter (in reality his niece), and finally rage and frustration as he tries to 
balance his villainous ambitions with the newfound protective instincts of a father (ibid. 29). 
In the immediate aftermath of realizing he had nearly killed his child with his own hand, 
Schedoni’s horror and self-reproach are apparent as he paces the room, cries tears of shame 
and even embraces Ellena in a sudden surge of parental love. The scene is touching because 
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Schedoni’s villainous mask slips to reveal the suffering man beneath. In that moment 
Schedoni invokes pity and in doing so comes closer to a sympathetic figure that any of the 
Gothic villains before him.  
The final most complex and most sophisticated type of the Gothic Villain-Hero is the 
Accursed Wanderer who appears in the last great Gothic novels (le Tellier 30). The first novel 
to feature this figure was Frankenstein, significant in that it features not one but two possible 
villains, the violent Monster and its gentle creator, Victor Frankenstein (ibid. 30). 
Frankenstein is a completely new type of Villain-Hero, noble and kind-hearted, with none of 
the deplorable traits of previous Gothic villains, yet he shares one of their characteristics: he is 
ruled by his own particular passion (ibid. 30). Like Vathek he is obsessed with discovering 
“the secrets of heaven and earth” (Shelley 25), which ultimately leads to the creation of the 
abominable Monster. Without evil intent Frankenstein causes greater misfortune than any 
other more straightforward villain, for in playing God he condemns his entire family to death 
and the Monster to a miserable and lonely existence. Continuing the move towards greater 
realism in the Gothic novel, Frankenstein’s suffering and self-reproach is depicted in great 
detail. His evolution from the ambitious and idealistic scientist to a disillusioned and 
despairing wanderer with nothing left to live for but revenge is mirrored by the Monster’s 
own development from a being desiring to be good and loved to a vengeful killer (le Tellier 
31). The vindictive Monster at first glance appears the more typical Gothic villain but he 
cannot be analysed in isolation—on a symbolic level he is Frankenstein too, his alter ego, the 
external representation of his subconscious violent nature (ibid. 33). The Villain-Hero in 
Frankenstein is therefore embodied by two characters, two parts of one whole, introducing the 
idea that would later find expression in Stevenson’s Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde and Wilde’s The 
Picture of Dorian Gray (ibid. 34). Despite the novel’s focus on verisimilitude, there is a new 
shift towards the importance of mythic symbolism as evident from its subtitle, “the Modern 
Prometheus”, an allusion to the ancient Greek myth about the Titan who, like Frankenstein, 
presumed to know what was best for mankind and was punished (ibid. 32). The return to myth 
is even more evident in the next significant work of Gothic fiction, John Polidori’s novella, 
The Vampyre (ibid. 34). Lord Ruthven, a vampire, in a way represents a return to the basic 
Gothic Villain-Hero since there is no attempt to discern his mind (ibid. 35). Realistic 
characterization is abandoned in favour of exploring symbolic associations, in Ruthven’s case 
the danger immortal evil presents for the innocent (ibid. 35). The use of a mythological figure 
reinforces the villain’s presence for in becoming a non-human he automatically gains the 
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larger-than-life status his human predecessors had to achieve through strength of character 
alone. The lack of insight into his mind also benefits the villain as it adds to his mystique 
without detracting from his character — the psyche of supernatural beings is bound to be 
unfathomable. The shift of focus from characterization to symbolism reaches its ultimate 
expression in Melmoth, the Villain-Hero in Melmoth the Wanderer (le Tellier 35). He is less a 
character than an elemental force and part of the folklore of many countries, which is 
understandable since he too is a supernatural being (ibid. 35). He is evil but his villainy goes 
far beyond greed, political ambition or lust for his desire is to possess the souls of men like 
Lucifer himself (ibid. 36). His original sin is like that of Lucifer, Vathek and Frankensten, the 
blasphemous search for the secrets of the universe but Melmoth’s punishment alone mirrors 
that of the devil: cursed forever to tempt humans with evil in an attempt to relieve their own 
suffering (ibid. 38) while knowing full well that no amount of damned souls will restore them 
to the grace of God. 
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2.2 The Romantic Gothic: The Byronic Hero 
2.2.1 The Romantic Anti-Hero 
Unlike the Gothic novel, the Romantic Movement is less easily placed within a strict 
historical frame (Hennessy 35). There is some contention between the critics over the 
definition of “Romanticism” due to the unstable meaning of the word but the Romantic period 
in literature is generally described as spanning from the 1780s to the mid-1830s (Hogle 1) 
thus coinciding with the development of the Gothic novel with which it shares many points of 
interest. “Romantic” originally referred to something “being like romance”2 before it was 
applied to the natural yet idealized landscapes produced by Claude Lorrain and Salvator Rosa 
(ibid. 1). The reverence for the natural world and imagination was the foundation of British 
Romanticism that originated with the “Preface” in the second edition of William 
Wordsworth’s Lyrical Ballads (1800) and flourished in the works of William Blake, Percy 
Bysshe Shelley, John Keats, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and Lord Byron (ibid. 2). There is a 
clear link with the Gothic domain where imagination rules supreme and nature is central to 
creating the appropriate atmosphere and often utilized as a representation of character and 
morality. The Romantic poets also shared the Gothic novelists’ fascination with medievalism, 
the supernatural as well as the grotesque, which enabled both sets of writers to move 
seamlessly from one mode to the other; thus the novels of Radcliffe, Lewis and Maturin are 
interspersed with verses while Scott, Shelley, Byron and Coleridge were influenced by 
Lewis’s ballads (Hennessy 34). Such was the intermingling of the two movements that one of 
the reasons for the decline of the Gothic novel is attributed to the fact that Romantic writers 
assimilated many of its features (ibid. 35). Among these the Gothic villain stands out as one 
of the more influential additions to the Romantic genre as he proved instrumental to the 
development of “the most popular phenomenon of the English Romantic Movement and the 
figure with the most far-reaching consequences for the nineteenth-century Western literature”: 
the Byronic hero (Thorslev 3). 
The Byronic hero or the Romantic hero was named after Lord Byron as there was no other 
Romantic poet “whose hero was his poetry, or whose poetry existed for his hero” (Thorslev 
4). His Childe Harold is considered the first and prototypical Byronic hero and the subsequent 
heroes — the eponymous protagonist in Giaour (1813), Selim in The Bride of Abydos (1813), 
Conrad in The Corsair, Alp in The Siege of Corinth (1816), Manfred (1817), and Lara (1814), 
                                                 
2
 Specifically the quest-romance produced in Europe between the twelfth and sixteenth centuries and 
characterized by the rule of imagination, myth and feeling over reality (Hogle 1). 
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as Walter Scott observed, are all descendants of Childe Harold; all noble and possessed of an 
unusual depth of feeling for pain and pleasure, exhibiting sensitivity to injustice that they hide 
behind a façade of contemptuous indifference, the source of which is a mysterious feeling of 
guilt (Olsen 463-64). While Byron’s heroes have mostly faded from the public memory in 
modern times the Byronic hero has proved to be exceedingly popular and resulted in the 
creation of numerous infamous characters such as Edward Fairfax Rochester in Jane Eyre, 
Heathcliff in Wuthering Heights, Dr Victor Frankenstein in Frankenstein, Count Dracula in 
Dracula, Captain Ahab in Herman Melville’s Moby Dick (1851), Dr Jekyll in Robert Louis 
Stevenson’s Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886), Jules Verne’s Captain Nemo, 
Dorian Gray in Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890) and the Phantom in Gaston 
Leroux’s The Phantom of the Opera (1909-1910) (Markos 162). In Russian literature 
examples include the titular heroes in Alexander Pushkin’s Boris Godunov (1892) and Eugene 
Onegin (1837), the former more of a Gothic villain-hero and the latter a faithful successor of 
Childe Harold and Manfred (Thorslev 193), as well as Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s Raskolnikov in 
Crime and Punishment (1866) (Markos 162). 
Since the publication of Childe Harold in 1812, the Byronic hero has been identified as Byron 
himself or at least his conception of himself despite the poet’s insistent denial (Thorslev 128). 
To an extent the Byronic hero is autobiographical as every fictional character inevitably 
contains some aspects of his author’s personality but to credit Byron as his sole creator would 
be false (ibid. 11). He himself acknowledged his debt to Otway, Radcliffe, Schiller and 
Shakespeare (Hennessy 36). More precisely, the Byronic hero is an amalgamation of various 
types of heroes of the pre-Romantic and Romantic heroic tradition: the Child of Nature, the 
Hero of Sensibility and the Gothic villain, the Noble Outlaw, the Faust-figure, Cain and the 
Wandering Jew, and Satan-Prometheus (ibid. 21). There is not always a clear distinction 
between these types, and some of them tend to overlap due to their chronological and 
thematic connection resulting in a spectrum that allows for an infinite number of possible 
character variations (ibid. 20). Byron’s accomplishment was therefore not the invention of the 
character but rather the skilful distillation of the existing heroes into a single striking figure 
(Thorslev 12). Subtler, more refined, and undoubtedly aided by the author’s increasing 
notoriety, the Byronic hero achieved greater renown than any of his literary ancestors.  
When contemplating the various heroic types, it becomes clear that the line is particularly thin 
between the Gothic villain and the Byronic hero, however, with one crucial difference. His 
faults aside, the Byronic hero is ultimately a hero while the Gothic villain is at his core an 
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utter villain as exemplified by Radcliffe’s prototypical antagonist: he has no respect for 
women, does not possess and indeed cannot comprehend any human virtue, and is therefore 
incapable of remorse, which makes him thoroughly unsympathetic (Thorslev 8). As a rule, the 
Byronic hero is sympathetic despite his wrongdoings because they are not a result of cruelty 
as in the case of the Gothic villain and he is invariably plagued by guilt, which humanizes him 
(ibid. 8). A minor yet telling characteristic of Radcliffe’s villains Montoni and Schedoni is 
that they have no appreciation of music while the Byronic hero often enjoys music or poetry 
(ibid. 8): Rochester, for example, is a talented singer and pianist, and the Phantom is a 
composer and singing instructor. This artistic bend is suggestive of a more sensitive and 
exalted spirit. The creative ability of the Byronic hero is thus juxtaposed with the purely 
destructive power of the Gothic villain.  
The Byronic hero is an idealized but deeply flawed character, which is why he is sometimes 
referred to as the Romantic anti-hero (Brîndaş 26). His virtues are as numerous as his faults, 
reflecting the duality of his villain-hero nature. He is typically pale and beautiful with 
amazing eyes (Hennessy 36). Notable exceptions include Rochester, who is repeatedly 
described as ugly, “a Vulcan — a real blacksmith, brown, broad-shouldered” (C. Brontë 532), 
his one redeeming feature being his “large, brilliant and black” eyes (ibid. 544); and 
Heathcliff, “a dark-skinned gipsy” but with an “erect and handsome figure” (E. Brontë). Both 
of these characters’ dark skin serves as an early indication of their more villainous character.  
Aside from being physically attractive or even if he is not, the Byronic hero is incredibly 
seductive due to his undeniable charisma (Brîndaş 27). He is charming and intelligent, often 
well-educated and refined, possibly a nobleman (ibid. 26). Even if he is a commoner there is 
nobility in his character that sets him apart from other men like the tragic heroes of Antiquity. 
His superior strength of will inspires admiration and makes him a natural leader; Conrad, the 
Giaour, Selim, Lara, Alp and Manfred all have loyal followers (Olsen 472). Conrad “sways 
their souls with that commanding art / That dazzles, leads, yet chills the vulgar heart (Byron, 
The Corsair), one of the evil spirits compliments Manfred’s iron will that allows him to 
master his suffering, “Had he been one of us, he would have made / An awful spirit” (Byron, 
Manfred 160). Rochester, though lacking physical beauty, commands respect due to his self-
assurance and wit. Jane notes the effects of his presence on the company of his social equals: 
“If he was absent from the room an hour, a perceptible dullness seemed to steal over the 
spirits of his guests; and his re-entrance was sure to give a fresh impulse to the vivacity of 
conversation” (C. Brontë 226). 
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2.2.2 The Fallen Man 
Being aware of his extraordinary talents, the Byronic hero tends to be exceedingly proud to 
the point of arrogance, is cynical, misanthropic and ruthless, but also melancholy, mysterious 
and often haunted by guilt over a secret or crime from his past (Hennessy 36). It is this secret 
and the subsequent guilt that make the Byronic hero a fallen man (Olsen 470), a fact he is 
keenly aware of and acknowledges himself. Conrad, a pirate, “knew himself a villain,” 
(Byron, The Corsair). Rochester says to Jane, “You know I am a scoundrel,” (C. Brontë 361) 
after she discovers he attempted to trap her in an unlawful marriage. The hero’s guilt is 
sometimes represented by a visible mark starting with Byron’s Cain (1821), a retelling of the 
biblical story in which Cain is marked by God for the murder of his brother Abel. Byron 
repeats the symbolism in The Giaour and Lara. After committing murder, the Giaour 
exclaims, “’tis written on my brow! / There read of Cain the curse and crime” (Byron, The 
Giaour); in the midst of fighting Lara’s “brow upon the moment grew / Almost to blackness 
in its demon hue” (Byron, Lara). Rochester’s brow is referenced several times throughout the 
novel. According to the established rules of phrenology of the time, it indicates its owner is 
intelligent and conscientious but not benevolent, which serves as the first hint of his darker 
side. Later when Jane comes close to discovering his secret and therefore the fact that he is 
leading her into a trap, Rochester becomes apprehensive and his forehead is described as “a 
blue-piled thunderloft” and “black brows” (C. Brontë 317). Heathcliff’s origin is unknown but 
his dark skin implies he has gypsy heritage and serves as a visual representation of his 
outsider status. The most blatant example must be the portrait of Dorian Gray, a literal visual 
representation of all his sins.  
The Byronic hero’s most distinguishing trait is his status as a social outcast, a wanderer or an 
exile, which is a result of his hypersensitivity and cynical outlook that drives him to self-
destructive behaviour and rebellion against authority and sometimes life itself (Brîndaş 26). 
He is not afraid to risk even his life for the sake of conquering his enemy or achieving his 
heart’s desire: the Giaour is an adulterer, Selim rebels against his foster-father and overlord, 
Conrad is a pirate, Lara engages in combat with his neighbours, Alp is a turncoat, and 
Manfred refuses to submit to the authority of the spirits he summons, choosing to die instead 
(Olsen 469). This rebellious streak ensures that despite the guilt he may feel for his dubious 
actions, the Byronic hero will not repent for various reasons: Conrad does not repent of his 
pirating, expressing the belief that “the weak alone repent!” while the Giaour dismisses his 
crime of murder as trivial (ibid. 471). In more extreme cases, the Byronic hero will justify his 
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crime like Rochester, who is convinced he has the right to “transgress a mere human law” (C. 
Brontë 382) and commit bigamy, or Heathcliff who openly revels in abusing his wife and son. 
The disregard for conventions is the result of the Byronic hero’s inherent selfishness for he is 
a narcissist who views the world solely in terms of his own feelings and wants (Brîndaş 26). If 
the society is not in accordance with them he feels justified even obligated to rebel. The only 
code the Byronic hero follows is his own but that is not to say that he lacks honour even if it 
does not fit the conventional description (Olsen 471). Conrad shows his honourable side when 
upon attacking Seyd’s stronghold he orders his men to rescue the harem women, which causes 
the attack to fail and leads to his capture (ibid. 471). Rochester acts honourably when he 
adopts his former mistress’s daughter after the child is abandoned by her mother despite being 
fairly certain he is not her father. Onegin coldly and condescendingly rejects Tatyana’s 
declaration of love but his intentions are honourable because he knows he would make a poor 
husband and is therefore trying to spare her future pain. 
Though all the aforementioned traits are typical of a Byronic hero, it must be noted that not all 
of the heroes possess all of those traits and that there is no such thing as the “Ideal Byronic 
Hero” (Olsen 472). Typically there is at least one characteristic that the hero lacks: the Giaour 
is not honourable, Selim does not carry the mark of sin, Lara and Alp are not desperately 
devoted as lovers (ibid. 472), Conrad falters and abandons his rebellion, Rochester and the 
Phantom are physically unattractive and dishonourable, Heathcliff is cruel and uncouth, Dr 
Frankenstein is too gentle, Dorian Gray is weak-willed and easily influenced, Dr Jekyll is not 
passionate, and Onegin lacks mystique since he only commits his crime halfway through the 
novel and it is never a secret. Due to the numerous influences that shaped him, the Byronic 
hero is elusive and his incarnations often differ drastically from one another with some fitting 
into the category more easily than others. There are examples where one would be hard 
pressed to acknowledge the Byronic hero as truly deserving of the name. Such is the case of 
Heathcliff or Dorian Gray, who share the distinction of being one of the most villainous 
Byronic heroes in literature. In order to fully comprehend his controversial title of “hero”, it is 
necessary to place the Byronic hero within the context of the heroic tradition and examine the 
origins of the hero figure. The original description in Western tradition is generally attributed 
to Aristotle (Thorslev 186). He characterizes the hero as being “above the common level” 
(Poetics), possessing qualities far beyond that of ordinary men and subsequently having the 
capacity for greatness. Since Aristotle’s discourse concerns tragedy, the “bigger than life” 
hero in question is invariably the tragic hero and therefore has a tragic flaw, yet in spite of this 
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he is described as more virtuous than any mere mortal (Thorslev 186). Herein lies the 
difficulty as the Byronic hero is more often than not lacking in virtue (ibid. 186), which is a 
great part of his mysterious charisma. It is essential to understand that Aristotle’s conception 
of the term was far removed from the Christian ideal of morality as we understand it today for 
he speaks of what Thorslev terms “heroic virtue” (ibid. 186). In his translation, Rackham 
explicitly states that what Aristotle calls the hero’s “greatness of mind” must be understood as 
“lofty pride and self-esteem rather than magnanimity or high-mindedness” (Nicomachean 
Ethics). According to this description, the Byronic hero is indeed a hero in the Western 
tradition: larger than life due to his superior abilities, dignity and capacity for feeling, and 
above all proud even in the face of his suffering (Thorslev 187). He is a hero in the vein of 
Achilles and Hercules, great in all things be they good or bad, a half-god fated to self-destruct. 
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2.2.3 The Fatal Lover 
The inability to let go of his past sins is linked with the tragedies the Byronic hero has 
suffered in the past, usually having to do with lost love (Olsen 471). For love is what the 
Byronic hero values above all else, sometimes to the point of idolatry: the Giaour places love 
above the law of heaven, Manfred yearns only for his lost lover’s forgiveness and spurns 
absolution for his sins, and when the imprisoned Conrad is awaiting execution he expresses 
the blasphemous belief that true heaven is his earthly marriage and not “doubtful Paradise” 
(ibid. 472). Unlike the Gothic villain, the Byronic hero is usually courteous and tender toward 
his romantic interest, certainly never cruel (Thorslev 8) with some notable exceptions such as 
Heathcliff, the Phantom, and Dorian Gray. Even these more villainous Byronic heroes do not 
torment their lovers intentionally, or at the very least take little pleasure in the pain they 
inflict. Heathcliff may beat his wife but he cannot bring himself to harm his true love, 
Catherine; the Phantom kills with little remorse but cannot bear to keep his muse Christine 
captive and lets her go, and Dorian Gray is horrified when he learns that his cruelty drove his 
lover Sybil to commit suicide. 
The love of the Byronic hero rarely brings happiness. He is the fated lover, forever rooted in 
the Gothic world of death, loss and pining, and as a result often takes on the role of the 
mourner (Lutz 37). He is defined by what he does not have, trapped in a circle of relentless 
longing and bitter lamenting until eventually he becomes addicted to, even aroused by the 
misery (ibid. 37). It is the already-lost love that he cherishes (ibid. 37) as evidenced by the 
numerous examples of worshipped dead lovers: the Giaour’s lover Leila is murdered, 
Conrad’s wife Medora dies from despair, Alp loses Francesca, and Manfred’s entire tragedy 
revolves around the death of his beloved Astarte (Olsen 471). The Byronic hero is sometimes 
also described as a “fatal lover” — not in the sense that his romantic entanglements are fatal 
for the woman but he is more often than not a star-crossed lover (Thorslev 8). Such is the case 
in Eugene Onegin where a young Tatyana confesses her love and is rebuffed by the cynical 
Onegin only to have him profess his love years later when she is already married to another. 
There are also several instances where the relationship with the Byronic hero does indeed 
prove fatal for his lover. So Dr Frankenstein indirectly causes the death of his wife Elizabeth 
by creating and then enraging his monster, which takes its revenge by strangling his wife. In 
the case of Dorian Gray it is his cold rejection of his lover Sybil that causes her suicide. The 
most extreme case must be Count Dracula whose demonic nature compels him to drain the 
life out of his victims, who tend to be female. Catherine and Heathcliff stand apart from other 
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Byronic couples in that they are equally responsible for their volatile and ultimately doomed 
relationship. 
While the Byronic hero’s love interest lives, he usually proves a passionate but possessive 
lover who causes more pain than pleasure. Jane experiences acute psychological turmoil first 
by Rochester’s feigned disinterest, then by his deception only to narrowly escape death by 
starvation when she flees from him. Catherine and Heathcliff’s toxic romance causes her to 
slowly descend into madness before falling ill and dying in childbirth. Onegin first breaks 
Tatyana’s heart with his cold rejection. He then reopens the wound years later when he offers 
his love to a devastated Tatyana, who is trapped in a loveless marriage. It is only when love is 
lost that the Byronic hero’s passion ignites in earnest for as much as he loves his beloved 
living, he worships her dead. The lovers in Wuthering Heights exemplify this perfectly. It has 
been noted that Heathcliff feels a greater connection to Catherine when she is dead than when 
she is alive because her death allows him to love his idealized version of her, one which 
actively pursues him, even if it is in the form of a ghost, unlike the real Catherine who never 
does (Brîndaş 33). It is in the grip of grief and despair that the Byronic hero shows the full 
extent of his passion and justifies his title as the fatal lover.  
The relationship between the Byronic hero and heroine is notably extremely close and due to 
their incredible resemblance in both appearance and temperament, it contains the hint of 
incest (Rapf 641). This may be another autobiographical insertion by Byron, who was 
rumoured to have carried out an affair with his half-sister Augusta (Brîndaş 27), but apart 
from this consideration, an incestuous relationship is a logical choice for the narcissistic 
Byronic hero. Reflecting the sentiments of his creator, Lord Byron, his ideal mate is someone 
who is as like him as she can possibly be: his own flesh and blood (Rapf 643). Ultimately the 
Byronic hero’s unbridled passion is nothing more than love of oneself reflected in another 
person. For Byron “self-love” is the only type of love that endures forever (ibid. 632). The 
theme of incest is most clearly felt in Manfred whose hero is tormented by his guilt over an 
unspecified sin connected with his deceased lover Astarte (Brîndaş 28). She is the only person 
Manfred has ever loved and the sin is heavily implied to have been an incestuous relationship 
though their relation is never specified (ibid. 28). Manfred’s description, “She was like me in 
lineaments—her eyes / Her hair, her features, all, to the very tone / Even of her voice […] She 
had the same lone thoughts and wanderings”, betrays his obsessive passion for a woman who 
so resembled him that she must have been a blood relative (ibid. 32). His love as with all 
Byronic heroes is too intense and ultimately destructive, as admitted by Manfred himself: “I 
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loved her and destroyed her / Not with my hand but heart, which broke her heart” (ibid. 32). 
The exact nature of Astarte’s death is never spelled out but the wording implies that unable to 
endure Manfred’s unnatural love, which may have been reciprocated, she killed herself. Aside 
from stroking the ego of the Byronic hero, the taboo status of incest appeals to him as an act 
of rebellion against the disapproving society that views it as immoral and unclean (Rapf 643).  
The theme of incest is present—albeit in a more subtle form—in the works of the Brontë 
sisters, as evident from Jane Eyre and especially Wuthering Heights. Rochester and Jane are 
not related but their love is unmistakably rooted in the fact that they are very much alike, both 
being physically unattractive but intellectual, artistic (Jane is a talented painter while 
Rochester is musically gifted), proud, melancholy and sharp-witted. Rochester expresses this 
sentiment when he confesses his love to Jane: “My bride is here […] because my equal is 
here, and my likeness,” (C. Brontë 307) and again, “I have for the first time found what I can 
truly love […] You are my sympathy — my better self […] a solemn passion is conceived in 
my heart […] and fuses you and me in one” (ibid. 380).  
Emily Brontë’s Heathcliff and Catherine are an even more straightforward example. While 
not blood-relatives, they are raised as siblings (Brîndaş 32) and have an unhealthily close 
relationship. As explained by Catherine: “He’s more of myself than I. Whatever our souls are 
made of, his and mine are the same” (E. Brontë). Her famous, “I am Heathcliff,” (ibid.) is 
even more telling for it shows just how much Emily Brontë deviated from Byron’s established 
heroine. Catherine is not merely an extension of Heathcliff; if he is more like her than she is 
then she is more like him than he is. They are as if one soul split into two bodies, and 
similarly to Victor Frankenstein and his Monster, cannot truly be regarded as separate entities, 
for to speak of one is inevitably to speak of the other. Unlike Jane, who narrowly escapes the 
tragic fate of the Byronic heroine, Catherine does not. Her death is the result of her obsession 
with the Byronic Heathcliff and paradoxically also her rejection of him (Brîndaş 33). Torn 
between the desire for a respectable life with her husband and life with her soulmate 
Heathcliff, she dies of despair (ibid. 33). Upon Catherine’s death Heathcliff shows perhaps 
the most extreme display of passionate devotion of any Byronic hero when he attempts to 
curse himself in the hope of binding Catherine’s spirit to himself and have her haunt him for 
all eternity (ibid. 33). He cries, “I pray one prayer—Be with me always—take any form—
drive me mad! Only do not leave me in this abyss where I cannot find you! […] I cannot live 
without my life! I cannot live without my soul!” (E. Brontë), confirming Catherine’s own 
belief that they shared but one soul between them and were incomplete without each other. 
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Similarly, Manfred calls to the spirit of Astarte, “Speak to me! though it be in wrath!” and just 
like Heathlicff he too embraces his torment as a connection with his beloved (ibid. 33). The 
strength of their bond is only revealed in death when it becomes clear that it goes beyond 
love, even incestuous love. Catherine and Heathcliff cannot bear to be apart and they are each 
responsible for the other’s death; Catherine accuses Heathcliff that he had killed her and she 
repays him tenfold by haunting him for the next twelve years, which slowly drives him mad 
with grief until he finally succumbs (Jacobson 230). Another example of an incestuous 
relationship is to be found in Frankenstein. Victor describes the orphaned Elizabeth Lavenza 
as “my more than sister” (Shelley 23) upon her adoption into the Frankenstein family. They 
are raised together as cousins but are devoted to each other from the beginning and eventually 
marry.  
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2.3 The Byronic Heroine 
The study of the Byronic hero would not be complete without the examination of his female 
counterpart, the Byronic heroine. She appears firstly in Byron’s works as the “anti-heroine”, 
complementing the Byronic hero whom she closely resembles, though her role is not always 
limited to a supporting character (Olsen 464). Her appearance and nature closely mirror that 
of the Byronic hero: she is dark-haired with flashing eyes and a noble bearing, surrounded by 
an air of mystery, proud and defiant (Rapf 641). She is the Byronic hero’s equal in beauty, 
strength of will and passion, and as such fulfils Byron’s idea of the ideal woman, yet she is 
often confined to her role as the hero’s devoted companion — she is integral to his life but has 
no life separate from him (ibid. 639). Despite the obvious likeness between them the Byronic 
heroine is not the hero’s female twin, rather his mirror image: she is as selfless as he is selfish, 
she is soft when he is hard, while he is prone to meditating, she acts on instinct (ibid. 640). 
Traditionally in literature it is the hero who actively rebels against the social norms, while the 
heroine is passive, adhering to social conventions (Olsen 456). The Byronic heroine is the 
exception to the rule and as a result it is often the male who adopts the role of the victim and 
the heroine must rescue him, as exemplified by Haidée in Don Juan who nurses a ship-
wrecked Juan back to health, and in The Corsair where Gulnare rescues Conrad from the 
dungeons, killing the villain pacha Seyd in the process (Rapf 640).  
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2.3.1 From Byron to Brontë 
Gulnare stands out among Byron’s heroines in that she alone is considered to be developed 
enough as well as having the necessary doomed quality to qualify as a Byronic hero (Olsen 
465). She is the most active figure in the poem, eventually taking the role of the primary 
protagonist from Conrad upon his imprisonment (ibid. 466). She is given a strong voice as 
evident from her soliloquy, which demonstrates greater depth of character than Conrad when 
she questions her romantic feelings towards him, while he passively accepts his for her (ibid. 
466). Additionally, it is through her that the poem discusses issues of culture and gender 
relations (ibid. 466). This is traced through her character development from a harem girl 
resigned to her fate, who comes to resent her social position as well as the objectification she 
must endure from Sayd, to a true rebel against the institution that keeps her enslaved (ibid. 
466). Her increasing activity throughout the poem is contrasted by Conrad’s growing 
passivity, and the role of hero is finally transferred to Gulnare when Conrad refuses to kill 
Sayd in his sleep but instead of adhering to his wishes, Gulnare acts of her own accord and 
kills Sayd herself (Olsen 466). Not only does Gulnare claim the title of the more dominant 
and independent hero, she also proves a better Byronic hero than Conrad for in murdering her 
master she persists in her rebellion against society, while Conrad falters (ibid. 466). Another 
example is when Conrad is imprisoned. He cannot bear taking on Gulnare’s previous role as 
Sayd’s victim and “awaiting the symbolic rape of death by impalement” begs to be killed by 
the storm instead of persevering in his defiance in true Byronic fashion (ibid. 467). 
Additionally, Gulnare proves herself a true Byronic hero by demonstrating how highly she 
values love for she kills Sayd not only to save herself but her beloved Conrad as well (ibid. 
471). She also shows no repentance for her crime just as Conrad does not repent for being a 
pirate (ibid. 472). Gulnare’s act of murder cements her role as a Byronic heroine and she must 
from thenceforth carry the burden of a terrible crime just like the male Byronic heroes (ibid. 
470).  
In a hypocritical fashion Conrad, himself a Byronic hero—a pirate who has committed 
countless crimes and a self-proclaimed villain—considers Gulnare’s actions to be 
unforgivable (Olsen 470). A spot of blood on her forehead is the visual representation of her 
crime and while for Conrad it mars his image of Gulnare as a heavenly creature, it is also a 
sign that he finally recognizes the heroine as a fallible human being rather than an idealized 
vision of womanhood (ibid. 470). The Byronic hero’s romantic view of his female other is 
shattered, and that he cannot forgive. She is supposed to serve as the romantic idol to the 
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hero’s tortured worshiper and when she suddenly reveals human weakness she robs him of 
this fantasy. But the issue runs deeper. In the poem, Gulnare tells Conrad, “I am not what I 
seem” (Byron, The Corsair), hinting at her dual nature that is characteristic of the Byronic 
hero as well as the heroine (Rapf 640). As they are both duplicitous and the mirror images of 
each other, the hero’s strong façade reflects the heroine’s inner strength, while her soft 
exterior is a reflection of his heart (ibid. 641). She must therefore be what he is not, or rather 
what he cannot admit to being, which is an innocent. Being selfish like all Byronic heroes 
Conrad treasures the goodness in Gulnare as a reflection of his hidden heart of gold. In 
committing murder Gulnare proves herself to be no better than Conrad thereby betraying not 
just his idealized image of her but more importantly his idealized image of himself. Faced 
with the horrific idea that his innermost nature is just as—if not more—merciless than his 
outward persona, he cannot help but loathe himself, and by extension Gulnare. The one 
Byronic characteristic that Gulnare naturally lacks is the “mysterious feeling of guilt” due to 
the fact that usually the Byronic hero’s crime is part of his past and the mystery persists until 
the revelation of its nature, while in Gulnare’s case the crime is committed towards the end of 
the poem (Olsen 473). She only adopts the air of mystery after the fact when upon giving a 
final cryptic speech to Conrad she refuses to speak again despite his pleas (ibid. 473). 
Gulnare’s transition from a Byronic heroine to that of a Byronic hero is ultimately incomplete 
for she relinquishes her authority to Conrad in the end when they return to his ship. Having 
slain the Seyd it is implied that she could easily take charge of Conrad’s men, who would 
accept her leadership, but instead Conrad is allowed to take command once more (ibid. 467). 
Gulnare’s love for him remains unrequited and her final fate is that of all Byronic heroines 
who are doomed for their love of the Byronic hero: she finds herself dissatisfied in her 
relationship with Conrad and leaves (Rapf 643). 
Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights and Thomas Hardy’s The Return of the Native (1878) 
introduced a new type of Byronic heroine. Unlike Byron’s heroines, Brontë’s Catherine 
Earnshaw and Hardy’s Eustacia Vye no longer serve merely as a complement to the Byronic 
hero, they are primary characters in their own right. Not having to balance out the hero, the 
Byronic heroine of Catherine and Eustacia discards her selflessness and fully embraces her 
status as a true Byronic hero. Both are dark-haired beauties, melancholy, narcissistic and 
individualistic, and their rebellion against their socially prescribed roles ultimately leads to 
their self-destruction (Stein 170-171). Catherine’s egotism is evident in her terrible treatment 
of Heathcliff and her husband Edgar. She rejects Heathcliff yet never loosens her hold on him 
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and forces the indulging Edgar to tolerate their relationship. She is as emotionally abusive 
towards her husband as Heathcliff is physically abusive to his wife (ibid. 175). Cathy’s 
emotional blackmail of Edgar is apparent when she tells Nelly to warn him: “To this point he 
has been discreet in dreading to provoke me; you must represent the peril of quitting that 
policy, and remind him of my passionate temper, verging, when kindled, on frenzy” (E. 
Brontë). When she does not get her way she throws tantrums and in the end even makes 
herself fatally ill with no regard for the unborn child she is carrying at the time. When 
Heathcliff comes to see her she blames him and Edgar for breaking her heart and tells him she 
does not care about his suffering, viewing it as just because she too has suffered. Eustacia 
reveals her self-absorbed nature by discarding her lover Wildeve for a man of seemingly 
better prospects, Clym. She marries Clym only to desert him for Wildeve because he does not 
provide her with the comfortable life she craves. In her quest for a better life she ruins not 
only her own marriage but Wildeve’s as well and indirectly causes his death as well as that of 
her mother-in-law.  
Both Cathy and Eustacia have drawn heavy criticism for their selfishness and immaturity, and 
have been blamed not only for their own tragic ends but for causing the suffering and fall of 
the male heroes as well (Stein 174). This view is problematic as it ignores the faults of the 
male characters, such as Heathcliff’s violence, Wildeve’s unfaithfulness and Clym’s own 
selfishness, as well as the fact that Catherine and Eustacia’s behaviour is largely the result of 
their rebellion against the traditional female role imposed upon them by society (ibid. 174). 
Both dislike the role of wife and mother they are expected to assume yet both are guided by 
ambition (ibid. 173). Catherine, despite her wild nature and need for freedom, is drawn to the 
ordered world represented by the gentlemanly Edgar, which is a world removed from her life 
at Wuthering Heights with its rough and unpolished inhabitants. Eustacia likewise longs for a 
richer and more exciting life than the one she is fated to live in the countryside (ibid. 175). In 
an attempt to rebel against the hated female role, Catherine and Eustacia take on male 
characteristics, fashioning themselves after the Byronic hero and sometimes proving 
themselves even more deserving of the name than their male counterparts (ibid. 173). 
Jacobson sees Catherine as a more fascinating Byronic character than Heathcliff, being more 
deceitful as well as possessing a passion that exceeds even that of Heathcliff and which is the 
source of her dominance over all the other characters (ibid. 231). Heathcliff himself is taken 
aback by the callousness Catherine displays on her deathbed when she accuses him of killing 
her despite his attempts at reconciliation: “‘Are you possessed with a devil,’ he pursued, 
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savagely, ‘to talk in that manner to me when you are dying?’” (E. Brontë). When his own 
temper flares, Catherine manages to cow him with the strength of her will alone.  
Eustacia likewise causes more devastation than her husband and lover combined. However, 
both Catherine and Eustacia realize that they cannot break free without the aid of men and are 
paradoxically forced to relinquish their authority (Stein 173). They both marry suitors they do 
not truly love, Catherine in order to gain social position and Eustacia for wealth, forsaking 
their lovers as well as stifling their independent spirits. The betrayal of their true nature 
proves fatal for them both. Suffocating and unable to fulfil the socially prescribed role of wife 
and mother they find their release in death (ibid. 174). Catherine, unable to reconcile her wild 
spirit with her role as a proper lady and languishing in her ill-matched marriage to the gentle 
Edgar, makes herself ill and dies in childbirth. Eustacia, unable to bring herself to leave her 
husband for her lover, presumably drowns herself. In the end the Byronic heroine fails in her 
rebellion and despite achieving the significance of the Byronic hero shares the sad fate of all 
Byronic heroines before her. Being the products of the Victorian age, the novels may be seen 
as cautionary tales of the danger unconventional women pose to a society dominated by men, 
a view reinforced by the contrast between the rebels Catherine and Eustacia who suffer and 
die, and the more traditional Catherine—Cathy’s daughter—and Thomasin who survive and 
earn happy endings (Stein 171). However, considering Emily Brontë’s exploration of the 
darkest side of the Byronic hero through both Heathcliff and Catherine, it is safe to conclude 
that she was primarily interested in the psychology of the characters rather than the possible 
social implications. 
Despite their obvious similarities Catherine and Eustacia differ greatly in some crucial points. 
Catherine wanders her beloved moors with Heathcliff, her soulmate, and sees them as the 
only place where they can be free and together. Eustacia likewise wanders the countryside but 
she despises it and above all wishes to leave and start a different life somewhere else. Longing 
to travel while living alone in voluntary isolation from the rest of her neighbours like Manfred 
and Frankenstein, she fits the description of the Byronic hero even more than Catherine (Stein 
176). Due to her eccentricity she is considered to be a witch and is ostracised by the 
community but like a true Byronic hero she scorns them and thinks them inferior, even 
admitting “Sometimes I quite hate them” (ibid. 176). Catherine, while unpleasant, is not 
haughty and starts out as a loving girl. As the plot progresses she becomes increasingly self-
involved and in the end seems to despise both Edgar and Heathcliff equally but primarily 
thinks only of her own feelings. Eustacia undergoes exactly the opposite transformation. 
~ 48 ~ 
 
Starting out as a cold and indifferent individual she falls in love and experiences true remorse 
at leaving her husband. Overcome with shame, it is implied she commits suicide. While 
Catherine expresses her Byronic passion more openly than Eustacia she is not a rebel. 
Catherine can rant and rage but in the end she lacks the Byronic hero’s drive, which is makes 
him a successful rebel. Though she detests the role society imposes on her she never rebels 
against it. She marries Edgar because Heathcliff disappears and is therefore spared from 
actually choosing between them. Eustacia demonstrates her superior strength of will when she 
makes a calculated decision in marrying Clym, because she believes he will be a better 
provider. After her marriage Catherine resigns herself to her fate and gradually drives herself 
mad with her ravings, as if in a conscious effort to spare herself the trouble of having to 
decide whether to finally choose Heathcliff, who is still pining for her. Eustacia becomes a 
true Byronic hero when she rebels and actually leaves her husband after the scandal of her 
supposed love affair. Once more displaying her Byronic pride she refuses to answer the 
charges though she was in fact faithful to her husband. Catherine has no pride. She pines after 
Heathcliff even after he is married and does not bother to conceal her feelings even to her 
husband. Most importantly Eustacia feels guilty for having inadvertently caused her mother-
in-law’s death, which may be a contributing factor in her decision to end her life along with 
her ultimate inability to become another man’s mistress. In choosing the only honourable 
course of action or perhaps in punishment for her sins Eustacia redeems herself in death, 
gaining the reader’s sympathy and cementing her role as a Byronic hero. The same can hardly 
be said for Catherine, who brings about her own death out of sheer childish spite and says she 
is glad to die because she is tired and wishes to be free to haunt the moors, all but admitting 
she no longer cares for any of the people in her life. “If I’ve done wrong, I’m dying for it. It is 
enough!” (E. Brontë) is the closest she comes to admitting her own part in the unhappiness of 
all around her. Even this is only with regards to Heathcliff, who is the only person she asks 
forgiveness from. With no thought of the child she is carrying or her loving husband, whose 
life she ruined, she dies. Due to her unrelenting selfishness and lack of remorse it is difficult 
not to regard Catherine’s death as karmic justice. If she inspires pity she does not inspire true 
sympathy and is therefore a less believable Byronic hero.  
Similarly, Jane Eyre is another Byronic heroine who is usually eclipsed by the more obvious 
Byronic hero, namely Mr Rochester. She possesses many Byronic qualities such as innate 
pride, and a passionate spirit, but most importantly she refuses to accept the constrictions of 
her social position (Gilbert 780). Her fiery nature, often ignited by wounded self-respect, is 
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established at the very start of the novel when she beats her bullying cousin, who is both older 
and stronger than her yet loses all courage in the face of Jane’s rage. Later she rails against 
her aunt for her viciousness and neglect. This is also the moment Jane first rebels against 
authority and demonstrates remarkable self-assertion for a ten-year-old child (ibid. 784). She 
not only refuses a direct command to leave but despite her young age and completely 
dependent position manages to frighten her aunt. Eight years of abuse at the Lowood School 
combined with the calming influences of the ladylike Miss Temple and the saintly Helen 
Burns seemingly tame Jane’s rebellious spirit but only on the outside for deep inside her it 
remains unaltered (ibid. 787). Mr Rochester later lampshades this at the beginning of his 
acquaintance with Jane: 
[Y]ou are not naturally austere […] The Lowood constraint still clings to you 
somewhat; controlling your features, muffling your voice, and restricting your limbs 
[…] I see, at intervals, the glance of a curious sort of bird, through the close-set bars of 
a cage: a vivid, restless, resolute captive is there. (C. Brontë 168) 
Jane next unleashes her passion when Mr Rochester’s feigned indifference toward her finally 
pushes her to the brink of despair and she asserts her integrity (Gilbert 791). She 
simultaneously defies the social divide between her, the lowly governess, and her master, as 
well as the presumption that her lack of physical beauty and wealth diminish her capacity for 
deep feeling: 
Do you think, because I am poor, obscure, plain and little, I am soulless and heartless? 
You think wrong! - I have as much soul as you - and full as much heart! […] it is my 
spirit that addresses your spirit; just as if both had passed through the grave, and we 
stood at God’s feet equal - as we are (C. Brontë 306)! 
 
After seemingly reaching the status of equality and agreeing to become his wife, Jane begins 
to resent Rochester, who unintentionally begins to push her into another inferior position, that 
of the wife (Gilbert 793). He showers her with lavish gifts that do not suit her modest taste, 
which she finds degrading because she recognizes he is repeating the same pattern of 
behaviour he adopted towards his mistresses. Furthermore, it makes Jane painfully aware of 
her complete fiscal dependency on him, which wounds not only her pride but her desperate 
need for independence as well. Jane’s position as a governess gains her access to high society 
but she fulfilled the role of a servant, who was disdained and shunned from participating fully 
in the circle. While unappreciated the employment afforded Jane security and a level of 
~ 50 ~ 
 
independence that was hard to come by for a woman of her times. Her position as the 
society’s outcast is appropriate for a Byronic heroine, and while Jane bemoans the ungrateful 
lot of a governess she chooses it voluntarily when she leaves her previous employment at 
Lowood. “I desired liberty… I have served [at Lowood] for eight year; now all I want is to 
serve elsewhere. Can I not get so much of my own will?” (C. Brontë 103). Jane says for like a 
true Byronic hero she must assert her will even if the choice is only between two kinds of evil. 
Fearing the complete loss of independence and freedom through marriage Jane attempts to 
“keep [Mr Rochester] in check” (Gilbert 793) by bickering with him and undermining all of 
his romantic overtures. 
Jane next rebels when she successfully endures Rochester’s rage and despair when he tries to 
bully her into becoming his mistress. Jane’s force of will proves stronger than his and he 
expresses admiration for her indomitable spirit: “Whatever I do with its cage, I cannot get at it 
- the savage, beautiful creature!” (C. Brontë 383). After Jane flees from Rochester she rebels 
one final time when she successfully avoids another proposal, this time from her cousin St 
John. She knows he only wants to marry because she would make a good missionary’s wife 
but does not love her. St John tries to force her to submit, but unlike Rochester who appeals to 
her heart St John appeals to her duty to God to make use of the talents given to her. But Jane 
is a Byronic heroine and therefore a creature of feeling not reason. Seeing how little St John 
values love she had once experienced and how little regard he has for her as a woman when 
she knows what it is to be adored despite her physical inadequacies she rebels. “I scorn your 
idea of love,” (ibid. 492) she tells him. “If I were to marry you, you would kill me” (ibid. 
497), she proclaims, for like all Byronic heroes she can endure the torment of lost love but 
cannot bear the mockery of an insincere one. 
As with most Byronic heroes, Jane’s tale is a pilgrimage (Gilbert 781). She is a wanderer in 
the tradition of Victor Frankenstein whose each new surrounding corresponds with a new life 
lesson to be learnt. She begins her journey at Gateshead, from whence she is banished to 
Lowood where she is expected to die from mistreatment, but her passion for life sustains her 
and refusing to resign herself to the drudgery of the school she acquires the position of 
governess at Thornfield Hall. There she displays her true Byronic restlessness when she 
expresses a desire to be able to “reach the busy world, towns, regions full of life I had heard 
of but never seen: that then I desired more […] of intercourse with my kind, of acquaintance 
with variety of character, than was here within my reach” (C. Brontë 132). Her wish is that of 
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Eustacia, who too yearns for a different, fuller life, and Jane bitterly condemns society’s 
notion of what a woman’s life should be:  
Women are supposed to be calm generally; but women feel just as men feel; they need 
exercise for their faculties, and a field for their efforts as much as their brothers do; 
they suffer from too rigid a restrain, too absolute a stagnation, precisely as men would 
suffer. […] It is thoughtless to condemn them, or laugh at them, if they seek to do 
more or learn more than custom has pronounced necessary for their sex. (C. Brontë 
133) 
 
The feminist message aside, Jane never more plainly demonstrates her Byronic nature, her 
pride, passion and ambition, and rebellion against the society that would condemn her for it. 
In the end Jane’s tale greatly resembles that of Gulnare for like her she too must rescue the 
Byronic hero, who steadily loses his authority and ultimately forfeits his title of the Byronic 
hero. Rochester finds himself blind and crippled, his mansion destroyed in a fire, and his spirit 
crushed by the loss of his lover. Jane on the other hand flourishes when she gains a family and 
comes into a large inheritance. However, unlike Gulnare who hands over her power back to 
Conrad, Jane and Rochester reunite as equals, their suffering being the price they had to pay 
in order to mature and shed their former roles of master and servant (Gilbert 802). Rochester 
eventually regains some sight in his remaining eye as well as his will to live yet never quite 
regains his authority. He is by his own admission forever humbled and dependent on Jane to 
give meaning to his life, while she actually finds contentment during the brief period they are 
apart. Jane is therefore one of the rare Byronic heroines to earn not only the status of equality 
with the Byronic hero but a loving marriage with him as well. Nevertheless, the ending 
contains a sombre note for though the lovers are reunited, they make their lives in Ferndean, a 
house hidden deep inside the woods, which serves as a symbol of their eternal physical and 
spiritual isolation from society (ibid. 803). Though their marriage is enabled by the death of 
Rochester’s first wife, the Byronic couple remains exiled if for no other reason than the 
demands of their solitary nature, which can bear no other company but the company of 
kindred spirits. 
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2.3.2 The Emancipated Byronic Heroine 
The evolution of the Byronic heroine reaches its fulfilment in Anne Brontë’s The Tenant of 
Wildfell Hall. Like Jane Eyre, the heroine of The Tenant of Widlfell Hall, Helen Huntington, 
is often discussed in terms of her relevance as a feminist icon. Undeniably both novels have a 
strong feminist message but the fact that Helen is also a Byronic heroine is often overlooked: 
she is strong-willed and rebellious as well as an outsider in her small community; a young 
widow with a son whose past is shrouded in mystery. Her role as the social outcast is 
cemented by her refusal to adhere to established societal rules as evident by her infrequent 
Church attendance, her aversion to “small talk” in favour of what is regarded as unfeminine 
bluntness, and particularly her controversial approach to parenting (Franklin 130). Her close 
bond with her son is seen as emasculating and her argument that children of both sexes should 
be treated the same way and their innocence protected and not tested is condemned because it 
is in complete opposition to the doctrine of the times (ibid. 130). Helen furthermore combats 
the standard practice of allowing young boys to drink alcohol as part of their preparation for 
manhood through the use conditioning: she spikes her son’s drinks with an emetic in order to 
prevent him descending into alcoholism like his father and grand-father (ibid. 130).  
Helen’s greatest act of rebellion against societal norms is part of her mysterious past. Her 
diary reveals that she first denied her alcoholic and abusive husband, Arthur Huntington, 
access to her bed, which was illegal at the time, and then left him even though he had 
expressly forbidden it. In doing so she breaks her marriage vow of obedience and violates the 
19
th
 century society’s notion of proper wifely behaviour. Helen further reveals that she 
married Arthur because she was flattered by the attentions of such a handsome man and 
though she was aware of his failings she believed her influence could change and save him 
from himself (Thormählen 840). This error, the result of her own Byronic vanity, costs her 
dearly and in the course of her disastrous marriage, her pride and dignity are wounded by her 
husband’s drunken ravings, neglect and philandering, until she suffers the final humiliation of 
trying to prevent his alcoholism by pointing out its effects are likely to repulse his mistress 
(ibid. 840). Unable to endure any more she leaves her husband with their young son and 
breaks not only her wedding vows but the law as well. The primary plot of the novel takes 
place in 1827 and at the time the law in Britain was that children were the exclusive property 
of their father, and remained so even in the extremely rare event that the parents separated or 
were divorced; the first law that acknowledged any claim on the children to their mother was 
the 1839 Custody of Infants Act (Berry 34). Helen technically abducts her son from his 
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father’s house and her subsequent secrecy and solitude are a result of her fear of being 
discovered by her husband. Her story greatly mirrors that of Rochester, who too makes a 
hasty and imprudent marriage in his youth because he is flattered by the attentions of the 
beautiful Bertha, just as Helen is by the handsome Arthur. Being proud by nature they both 
suffer humiliation in their marriage due to their spouses’ drunkenness and licentiousness and 
can only escape by violating the laws of society. Since they are Byronic characters, they do 
not shrink from this but in fact consider it well within their rights to do so: Rochester believes 
he is entitled to a sane and loving wife while Helen places her maternal duty to protect her son 
from his drunken father’s damaging influence above her duty to her husband. Rochester 
cannot obtain a divorce because his wife is insane, so he attempts to commit bigamy, while 
Helen, knowing that if she divorced her husband would relinquish all claim on her son, 
decides to steal him away. 
Helen is described as attractive, having “a tall lady-like figure”, “raven black” hair, “a clear 
and pale complexion” and a forehead that is “lofty and intellectual” (A. Brontë, The Tenant of 
Wildfell Hall), fitting the description of the dark Byronic hero to perfection. Special attention 
is given to her “very fine eyes,” and as with all Byronic heroes they are not only exceptionally 
beautiful but indicative of the character’s innermost nature as well. Helen’s are “full of soul, 
large, clear, and nearly black — not brown, but very dark grey” (ibid.), which reveals her 
depth of character and purity of spirit. The cool but dark grey colour represents her stoic yet 
melancholy nature. As with Jane Eyre, years of abuse leave Helen seemingly cold and 
reserved, when her true nature is quite passionate as correctly supposed by her suitor Gilbert 
who notes upon meeting her that she does not strike him as having a “very soft or amiable 
temper” (ibid.). Helen demonstrates her fiery spirit in one of her arguments with her husband 
after she has caught him flirting with another woman: 
[D]on’t think I’m in a jealous fury: I am perfectly calm. Feel my hand.’ And I gravely 
extended it towards him — but closed it upon his with an energy that seemed to 
disprove the assertion, and made him smile. ‘You needn’t smile, sir,’ said I, still 
tightening my grasp, and looking steadfastly on him till he almost quailed before me. 
‘You may think it all very fine, Mr. Huntingdon, to amuse yourself with rousing my 
jealousy; but take care you don’t rouse my hate instead’. (A. Brontë, The Tenant of 
Wildfell Hall) 
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Helen thus demonstrates a passion worthy of the Byronic hero. Not even her iron will can 
fully restrain it as evidenced by her refusal to soften her grip on her husband and even the 
callous Arthur is frightened by the sight of her cold fury. The scene is reminiscent of the 
exchange between Jane and Rochester when Jane announces her intention to leave him. 
Rochester in his despair approaches the point of frenzy and just as Helen warns Arthur so too 
does he warn Jane not to agitate him further: 
“Jane, I am not a gentle-tempered man — you forget that: I am not long-enduring; I 
am not cool and dispassionate. Out of pity to me and yourself, put your finger on my 
pulse, feel how it throbs, and — beware!” 
He bared his wrist, and offered it to me: the blood was forsaking his cheek and lips, 
they were growing livid. (C. Brontë 367) 
 
Similarly to Jane, Helen returns to the Byronic hero she abandoned, her husband, when he is 
dying and is stripped of all authority. Unlike Jane, Helen no longer loves the hero and only 
returns out of obligation. While Jane’s story ends with her and Rochester reunited as equals, 
Helen stands out as Byronic heroine that triumphs over and outlives her lover. She also shows 
a cruel streak when she exacts her revenge for Arthur’s past mistreatment of her, for while she 
nurses him faithfully she tortures him with her sanctimonious attitude and refuses him access 
to their son until he signs over his paternal rights to her (Berry 44). While Jane and 
Rochester’s marriage is a result of a passionate love, Helen and Gilbert’s eventually marriage 
after Arthur’s death seems more concerned with providing Helen’s son with a suitable step-
father than uniting two lovers (ibid. 45). In Helen, Anne Brontë presents a Byronic heroine 
that is more sinister than Catherine Earnshaw and more formidable than Jane Eyre. Her 
severity and cold fury are more frightening than Catherine’s mad ravings. Upon her flight 
from Rochester, Jane must be rescued from starvation by St John who then finds her 
employment as a teacher, but Helen supports both herself and her son as a single mother 
through painting. Though Jane paints too she earns her living as a teacher, a suitably feminine 
occupation. Helen is a professional painter, the first Byronic heroine who manages to break 
into the then male-dominated artistic sphere and succeeds in making a modest but comfortable 
living (Carnell 11). She proves her superiority of mind and taste and her complete self-
sufficiency not only to her suitor Gilbert but to the judgmental society as well (ibid. 11). 
Therefore Helen is significant as the first Byronic heroine to achieve complete independence 
on her own by participating in the public sphere. She also stands out as the only Byronic 
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heroine whose affections are primarily reserved for her son, not the Byronic hero. 
Nevertheless, Helen only achieves true freedom after Arthur’s death. No matter how self-
sufficient and equal to the Byronic hero she becomes, he must be destroyed for her to achieve 
complete independence. It can never be acknowledged while he thrives alongside her. 
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3 Hilary Mantel’s Wolf Hall and Bring Up the Bodies  
3.1 The Gothic Elements  
“The malign stories have come out of the books and are enacting themselves.”  
(Bring Up the Bodies 432) 
3.1.1 The Fallen World  
The world of Wolf Hall and Bring Up the Bodies is a nightmarish world rife with danger. The 
Gothic machinery is subtly inserted into the historical background of Tudor England in order 
to create the appropriately terrifying atmosphere. This being the time of the Renaissance, 
there is a notable lack of gloomy medieval castles, but the setting is nonetheless indicative of 
the perilous times. There are many scenes that take place at night and are usually underlined 
by a terrifying or extraordinary event. It is during the night that Anne Boleyn is nearly burned 
in her bed. The scene shares similarities with the one from Jane Eyre where Rochester’s bed 
is set aflame by his vengeful wife. Though never proven it is implied that Anne too was 
attacked; “the queen has her enemies”, comments Cromwell (Bring Up the Bodies 189). For 
the sake of her dignity Anne keeps her composure but her terror is expressed through the 
description of the singed tapestry of Absalom, whose “eyes are wild and his mouth opens in a 
scream” (Bring Up the Bodies 189). In another significant night time incident Cromwell is 
waken in the middle of the night by armed guards, convinced that they have come to arrest 
him. He tries to calm his household, saying “it doesn’t happen that way” (Wolf Hall 272) but 
no one is safe in Henry’s world and even the cunning and confident Cromwell lives in a 
constant state of fear. Unsure of his fate Cromwell describes the trip to where the king awaits 
like a journey into the underworld: “A barge is waiting at the nearest landing stairs. It is so far 
to the Palace of Placentia, the Thames so black, that they could be rowing along the River 
Styx” (Wolf Hall 273). 
More than once England is linked to the land of the dead, particularly with Purgatory and 
Hell. The suffering and terror the people experience under Henry’s tyrannical rule is reflected 
in the hostile nature, a staple of Gothic fiction. On the day Thomas More is tried for treason, 
“rivers breach their banks; the Thames itself rise, bubbling like some river in Hell” (Wolf Hall 
637) as though nature is protesting the injustice of the mock trial against More, who is being 
tried for treason for daring to defy Henry due to his devotion to the Christian faith. The most 
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horrific manifestation of nature’s brutality and an indication that England is succumbing to 
evil is the sweating sickness, which “kills in a day” and counts its victims in thousands (Wolf 
Hall 89). There is a direct correlation between the disease and Henry’s royal bloodline: “This 
plague came to us in the year 1485, with the armies that brought us the first Henry Tudor” 
(Wolf Hall 89). The implication is that the Tudors, who usurped the English throne through 
bloody conquest, are responsible for the misfortune that has befallen the country. Their house 
is a plague on the land and their violent deeds are mirrored in a literal plague. Due to Henry 
VIII’s cruelty this has not abated since their rule began for “every few years [the sweating 
sickness] fills the graveyards” (Wolf Hall 89).  
Grim imagery is often used to establish the dread-filled gloomy atmosphere that pervades the 
two novels. Even the mundane, such as the changing of the seasons carries an ominous 
message: “There is a chill in the air; the summer birds have flown, and black-winged lawyers 
are gathering for the new term in the field of Lincoln’s Inn and Gray’s” (Wolf Hall 252). Like 
crows, the harbingers of death, the black-clad lawyers foreshadow the bodies that Henry’s 
divorce proceedings will accumulate. England is described as an ancient graveyard. Mantel 
weaves a mystical history of the English, a nation descended from giants. The legendary 
forefathers do not rest easy in the troubled times of Henry VIII, “the great limbs of those dead 
men, stirring the soil” (Wolf Hall 9). It seems as though the land itself is restless, its bloody 
history waiting to repeat itself: 
War was [the giants’] nature, and war is always keen to come again. It’s not just the 
past you think of, as you ride these fields. It’s what’s latent in the soil, what’s 
breeding; it’s the days to come, the wars unfought, the injuries and deaths that, like 
seeds, the soil of England is keeping warm. (Wolf Hall 9) 
 
The suffering that is foretold alludes to the executions of those opposing Henry’s break with 
Rome, the eternal division between Catholics and Protestants that will plague England for 
centuries, which will spell the hostility between Henry’s own children, the bloody execution 
of Jane Grey, the persecution of Protestants under the rule of Queen “Bloody” Mary, and her 
imprisonment of her half-sister Elizabeth.  
So potent is the atmosphere it seems almost alive. When Henry first notices Jane Seymour, 
long before he chooses her for his next wife, Cromwell “senses something in the act of 
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becoming” (Wolf Hall 30). The premonition of Anne’s fall and death feels like a stalker, 
“something shifting and breathing, its form disguised in a copse or grove” (Wolf Hall 30). 
As in all Gothic novels, the veil between the world of the living and the world of the dead is 
thin, particularly on Halloween when “the world’s edge seeps and bleeds” (Wolf Hall 154). 
The characters are plagued by ghosts of their loved ones, most of whom suffered premature or 
violent deaths. The ghosts themselves are not malevolent but their presence proves disturbing 
for the living characters because they serve as reminders of the cruelty of the world they 
inhabit or the characters’ own failures. Cromwell loses his wife Liz and two daughters to the 
sweating sickness and is haunted by their spirits for years afterwards. While the existence of 
the supernatural is never confirmed in the novels, ghosts and apparitions are an undeniable 
part of this morose world. Even the sceptical Cromwell cannot deny their influence: “He 
doesn’t believe that the dead come back; but that doesn’t stop him from feeling the brush of 
their fingertips, wing-tips, against his shoulder” (Wolf Hall 154). In his darkest moments 
Cromwell feels the weight of the loss of his family and he finds no comfort in the presence of 
their spectres: “The ghosts are gathering, he feels cold” (Wolf Hall 156). On the day of his 
wife’s death Cromwell leaves the house with a sense of foreboding: “As he goes downstairs 
he thinks he sees Liz following him. He thinks he sees the flash of her white cap. He turns, 
and says, ‘Liz, go back to bed…’ But she’s not there. He is mistaken” (Wolf Hall 100). 
Dying but still alive Liz is already haunting Cromwell. After her death Liz’s spirit lingers. 
When Cromwell finds himself attracted to another woman, he feels Liz’s presence as an 
oppressive force, an extension of his guilt: “Liz, he thinks, take your dead hand off me. Do 
you grudge me this one little girl, so small, so thin, so plain?” (Wolf Hall 599). Cromwell’s 
younger daughter Grace “wakes in the night and says that she sees her mother in her shroud” 
(Wolf Hall 107). Grace in her turn haunts her father. Her spirit is a manifestation of 
Cromwell’s regret for not having sent his daughters from London during the peak of the 
sweating sickness. When Cromwell is leafing through a book she liked, “Grace, silent and 
small, turns the page with him,” (Wolf Hall 155). After he falls deathly ill, Grace’s spirit visits 
him at night, waiting to escort him into the afterlife should he die: “She makes her own light, 
wrapped within her shining hair. She watches him, steady, unblinking, till it is morning” 
(Wolf Hall 615). Long after Cromwell has reconciled with his family’s death, the ghosts 
remain. They no longer haunt Cromwell’s waking hours but “when the house is quiet […] the 
dead people walk about on the stairs” (Bring Up the Bodies 88). They serve as a constant 
reminder of Cromwell’s flirtation with death due to his precarious position at Henry’s court 
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where one misstep can prove fatal. Their inability to move on foreshadows Cromwell’s 
inevitable fall from favour and execution.  
Henry is haunted by the ghost of his dead elder brother Arthur, the original heir to the throne. 
“During the twelve days, between Christmas Day and Epiphany, God permits the dead to 
walk. This is well known,” (Wolf Hall 275) says Henry, who, unlike Cromwell, has no 
reservations regarding the credibility of supernatural occurrences. During the night, Henry, 
frightened, sends for Cromwell and confesses, “Cromwell, my dead brother came to me in a 
dream” (Wolf Hall 274). Similarly to Cromwell’s ghosts, Arthur is at the core of Henry’s own 
guilt and shame, but this shall be discussed separately. Cromwell uses Henry’s shaken state to 
manipulate him by presenting the terrifying vision as a positive premonition: “If your brother 
visited you, it is not to make you ashamed, but to remind you that you are vested with the 
power of both the living and the dead. This is a sing to you to examine your kingship. And 
exert it” (Wolf Hall 276). 
Specifically, Cromwell promotes his cause, the Reformation, by convincing the king that 
Arthur wishes him “to become the ruler [he] should be, and to be sole and supreme head of 
[his] kingdom” (Wolf Hall 277). Despite his scepticism Cromwell cannot shake the pull of the 
spirit realm. As he leaves Henry, “a hand touches his: fingers without flesh. A ghost walks: 
Arthur, studious and pale. King Henry, he thinks, you raised him; now you put him down” 
(Wolf Hall 147). But it is not for Henry to deal with ghosts for it is not to him that they flock. 
They are drawn to Cromwell because they can sense by the scent of death that clings to him. 
He is destined to join the ghosts in a few short years and they hover around him, waiting to 
welcome him into the realm of the dead. 
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3.1.2 Death and Gore 
It is not only supernatural forces that plague the world of Henry VIII and contribute to the 
Gothic atmosphere. Scenes of suffering, death and gore caused by human hands pervade the 
novels. The opening scene of Wolf Hall sets the tone. It shows the protagonist, Thomas 
Cromwell, being beaten within an inch of his life by his father: “Felled, dazed, silent, he has 
fallen […] One blow, properly placed, could kill him now. […] Blood from the gash on his 
head—which was his father’s first effort—is trickling across his face” (Wolf Hall 3). The 
message is clear: this world is violent and cruel and death is ever near. The reign of Henry 
VIII is one of terror and despair. In the wake of his break with Rome, all of England is forced 
to renounce the Pope and accept Henry as the supreme ruler of his own Church. Those 
unwilling to do so are branded traitors and executed. The text is terrifying in its mater-of-fact 
description of torture and death for they are commonplace in the Gothic setting of Mantel’s 
novels:  
James Bainham, a barrister […] abjures his heresies before the Bishop of London. He 
has been tortured, the city says […] A few days later, a former monk and a leather-
seller are burned together […] That’s how the year goes out, in a puff of smoke, a pall 
of human ash hanging over Smithfield. (Wolf Hall 335) 
 
England is established as a land of perpetual suffering. Already in the time of Henry VII 
people are persecuted for their religion. Cromwell recalls a burning of a Lollard
3
 woman that 
he witnessed as a child. The spectacle is a prime example of Gothic gore in its nauseating 
detail:  
“He watched the officers strike with their iron bars at the human debris that was left. 
The chains retained the remnants of flesh, sucking and clinging […] The Loller’s skull 
was left on the ground, the long bones of her arms and legs. Her broken ribcage was 
not much bigger than a dog’s. A man took an iron bar and thrust it through the hole 
where the woman’s left eye had been.”  
(Wolf Hall 355) 
Anne Boleyn’s execution is equally sickening. Mantel paints a vivid picture, all the more 
poignant for being presented with few but carefully chosen words. The moment after her head 
                                                 
3
 Lollards were followers of the Protestant preacher John Wycliffe, and were executed as heretics in the then 
Catholic England (B. Smith 449). 
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is cut off, “the body exsanguinates, and its flat little presence becomes a puddle of gore” 
(Wolf Hall 472). Afterwards the disposing of the dead queen’s body is meticulously 
described. This is even more disturbing than the beheading itself due to the matter-of-fact way 
it is narrated: 
The executioner has crossed the scaffold then lifted the severed head; in a yard of linen 
he swaddles it, like a newborn. He waits for someone to take the burden. The women, 
unassisted, lift the queen’s sodden remains into the chest. One of them steps forward, 
receives the head, and lays it—no other space—by the queen’s feet. Then they 
straighten up, each of them awash in her blood, and stiffly walk away, closing their 
ranks like soldiers (Bring Up the Bodies 473). 
 
Blood and gore is not restricted to scenes of violence. Following the example of Lewis, 
Mantel does not shy away from evoking terror through vividly gruesome descriptions at 
unexpected times. Anne’s miscarriage is described in no gentle words. Her child is “brought 
untimely into the world and no bigger than a rat” (Bring Up the Bodies 215). Once Cromwell 
is reminded by the colour of Anne’s dress of one of his recent acts of cruelty for in the 
diseased Gothic world not even the most mundane things are free from taint: 
Anne was wearing, that day, rose pink and dove grey. The colours should have had a 
fresh maidenly charm; but all [Cromwell] could think of were stretched innards, 
umbles and tripes, grey-pink intestines looped out of a living body; he had a second 
batch of recalcitrant friars to be dispatched to Tyburn, to be slit up and gralloched by 
the hangman. They were traitors and deserved the death, but it is a death exceeding 
most in cruelty. The pearls around her long neck looked to him like little beads of fat, 
and as she argued she would reach up and tug them; he kept his eyes on her fingertips, 
nails flashing like tiny knives (Bring Up the Bodies 45). 
 
In the nightmare world of Wolf Hall and Bring Up the Bodies even the people are grotesque, 
resembling monsters more than humans. Corrupted by terror and death that surrounds them 
they acquire a taste for blood. Cromwell’s methodical planning of the destruction of the 
Boleyn family is imagined as a cannibalistic feast: “They have come ready to the feast, their 
knives in their hands […] Sweating men heave the platters to the table. It seems the meat is 
fresh, in fact not slaughtered yet. It is just a minor breach of etiquette. The guests must sit and 
salivate. The Boleyns are laid at his hand to be carved” (Bring Up the Bodies 262-263). 
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The spectators at the public burning of the Lollard jeer with relish “Smell the old sow!” and 
one of them tells the boy Cromwell with shameless fascination, “do you know that in the fire 
they bleed? Some people think they just shrivel up, but I’ve seen it before and I know” (Wolf 
Hall 355). The memory turns even more appalling when the dead woman’s friends come and 
begin “scraping her up” “(Wolf Hall 357), gathering the scattered pieces of her body into a 
pot. Young Cromwell helps them and is rewarded for his compassion: one of the women puts 
her hand into the pot and smears the “mud and grit, fat and ash” (Wolf Hall 357) onto his 
hand. This touching yet revolting baptism is Cromwell’s entrance into the Gothic world. 
Already as a child he is marked by the dead as one of their own. Like the Lollard woman he 
too will become a Protestant and be publicly executed.  
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3.1.3 Thomas More, Gothic Villain 
Wolf Hall and Bring Up the Bodies feature many characters who possess the characteristics of 
the Gothic villain, as will be discussed in the next two sections of this thesis, yet it is Thomas 
More who is the most deserving of the title. He serves as the main antagonist of Wolf Hall, the 
primary enemy of the protagonist, Thomas Cromwell, and thus assumes the traditional role of 
the Gothic villain. A brilliant scholar, lawyer and writer, More has the air of authority as well 
as the charismatic personality necessary in a Gothic villain: “Erasmus says, did nature ever 
create anything kinder, sweeter or more harmonious than the character of Thomas More?” 
(Wolf Hall 352). More resembles the complex incarnation of the Criminal Monk sub-type, 
specifically Ambrosio from Lewis’s The Monk, in that he is a monk by nature but also 
possesses a great sexual appetite: “More would have been a priest, but human flesh called to 
him with its inconvenient demands” (Wolf Hall 123). Unlike the Criminal Monk, More “did 
not want to be a bad priest, so he became a husband” (Wolf Hall 123). Conscious of his 
weakness, More seeks to punish himself in order to satisfy the impossibly high standard of 
purity and piety that rules his life. No less cruel in his pursuit of this ideal that the Criminal 
Monk is in his depravity, More represents a unique type of the religious Gothic villain, the 
Martyr, for the primary victim of More’s religious fanaticism is himself. For the sin of lust 
More imposes on himself a severe penance by choosing both for his first and second wife a 
woman he neither loves nor respects. This rule illustrates More’s skewered sense of moral 
justice, “if you are so lenient with yourself as to insist on living with a woman, then for the 
sake of your soul you should make it a woman you really don’t like” (Wolf Hall 123). Unable 
to overcome his need for physical intimacy More compensates by denying himself all other 
earthly pleasures. This includes enjoyment of food as seen by his strictly modest diet: “More 
takes no wine though he serves it to his guests […] There are several dishes, which all taste 
the same—flesh of some kind with a gritty sauce like Thames mud” (Wolf Hall 230). In 
accordance with the Christian doctrine of the time More believes that self-inflicted pain is 
necessary if one is to achieve salvation. To this end he wears a horse-hair shirt and regularly 
flogs himself. His lifestyle is summed up as “fasting, beads and self-flagellation” (Wolf Hall 
642). 
More’s cruelty is not limited to himself. In the absence of a naïve young heroine he must 
contend himself with preying on other innocents in order to sate his sadistic appetite. Since he 
is a fanatical Catholic, his chosen targets are heretics and his preferred modus operandi is 
torture. Cromwell comments on the depth of More’s fanaticism and the bloodthirstiness of his 
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nature when he explains that More takes offence with the Bible translation by the protestant 
Tyndale, who says “now abideth faith, hope and love, even these three; but the greatest of 
these is love;” More thinks it is a “wicked mistranslation. He insists on ‘charity’. He would 
chain you up, for a mistranslation. He would, for a difference in your Greek, kill you” (Wolf 
Hall 152). Being a Gothic villain, More relishes the pain he inflicts and personally 
participates in the process of torture. In the case of James Bainham, the barrister who is 
burned for heresy, “More himself [questions] him while the handle of the rack [is] turned” 
(Wolf Hall 335). The depth of More’s sadism is evident from his treatment of a young servant 
boy in his employ whom he has “whipped before the household at Chelsey, for saying the 
host was a piece of bread” (Wolf Hall 639). Aside from torturing More also enjoys 
humiliating his victims. The boy is traumatised by the event: 
I hardly minded the pain […] It was that he laid my flesh bare. And the women 
looking on. Dame Alice. The young girls. I thought one of them might speak up for 
me, but when they saw me unbreached, I only disgusted them. It made them laugh. 
While the fellow was whipping me, they were laughing. (Wolf Hall 639) 
 
What makes More so terrifying a villain is his unwavering self-righteousness. Unlike the 
conventional Gothic villain who acknowledges that his actions are evil, More finds them not 
only perfectly justifiable but approved by God: 
More says it does not matter if you lie to heretics, or trick them into a confession. 
They have no right to silence, even if they know speech will incriminate them; if they 
will not speak, then break their fingers, burn them with irons, hang them up by their 
wrists. It is legitimate, and indeed More goes further; it is blessed. (Wolf Hall 361) 
 
Religious fanaticism is not the only source of More’s cruelty, some of it is pure malice born 
out of an innate sense of superiority. This is seen in More’s condescending behaviour towards 
his family, particularly the women, for like all Gothic villains More is a misogynist. His 
uneducated wife Alice is a constant target of his abuse: “In More’s great hall, the conversation 
is entirely in Latin, though More’s wife Alice is their hostess and does not have a word of it” 
(Wolf Hall 229). More’s deliberate exclusion of Alice escalates into a direct attack when the 
food is served and More invites his guests to eat: “All except Alice, who will burst out of her 
corset” (Wolf Hall 229). He continues to insult her with vicious delight: “That expression of 
painful surprise is not native to her,” he tells his guests when Alice catches her name in his 
~ 65 ~ 
 
Latin speech (Wolf Hall 229). The taunting is concluded with More’s demeaning explanation 
as to why he married Alice: “A glance at Alice frees me from the stain of concupiscence” 
(Wolf Hall 230). 
Other women in More’s household are subjected to the same cruel treatment and ridicule. 
More uses them as subjects in his never-ending crusade against the human vices. He makes an 
example of his daughter-in-law before his assembled guests when he tells the story about how 
he taught her a lesson in modesty: “She craved a pearl necklace […] So when I gave her a box 
that rattled, imagine her face. Imagine her face again when she opened it. What was inside? 
Dried peas!” (Wolf Hall 231). The only woman More has respect and affection for is his 
scholarly daughter Meg but even this love is twisted. When Anne Boleyn says, “They say that 
Thomas More is in love with his own daughter,” Cromwell, who has known More his whole 
life answers, “I think they may be right” (Wolf Hall 236). While the Criminal Monk Ambrosio 
unknowingly commits incest with his sister, More has no such excuse. His wife Alice admits 
she is jealous of their close relationship and hints at a possible sexual aspect of it: 
[Meg] tells me now he gave her his shirts to wash the blood out, that he wore a shirt of 
hair beneath his linen. He did so when we were married and I begged him to leave it 
off and I thought he had. But how would I know? He slept alone and drew the bolt on 
his door. If he had an itch I never knew it, he was perforce to scratch it himself. Well, 
whatever, it was between the two of them, and me no part of it. (Wolf Hall 606) 
 
More shares the fate of all Gothic villains and dies a violent death. Nevertheless his fall is 
unique. Ambrosio is tried for the crimes of rape and murder but he succumbs to Satan’s 
temptation and gives up his soul in exchange for his life. Far more fearful of death than 
eternal damnation, Ambrosio once and for all proves he is beyond salvation. More is not tried 
for his crimes but for refusing to take the Oath of Supremacy and thus deny his Christian faith 
even though it would save his life. Therefore More’s death does not appear as just punishment 
of a cruel villain but the unfair death of a holy man who died rather than betray his God. It is 
the final inevitable step in More’s lifelong ambition to achieve martyrdom. Seen in this light 
More’s decision to die appears as just the ultimate proof of his self-righteousness, were it not 
for the suffering it causes him. Just as Ambrosio struggles with his decision to forsake God 
due to a fear of death, More struggles with his fear of pain. Awaiting his execution he 
specifically asks for a quick death and admits, “I am very much afraid […] I cannot help but 
rehearse it in my mind” (Wolf Hall 635). At one moment he gives into his terror and exhibits 
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what Frank terms a “vicissitude of interesting passions” (436) to which the Gothic villain is 
prone: “Swaying on his stool, he is seized, between one heartbeat and the next, in the grip of 
bodily agitation; he cries out, shudders from head to foot. His hand beats, weakly, at the clean 
table top” (Wolf Hall 637). 
In the end it is his fear and his ultimate ability to not give in to it that allows More to display 
the extraordinary willpower and resolve of the Gothic villain. For the first time, the death of 
the Gothic villain is thus tainted with admiration if not pity for the evil man, who in his final 
moments manages to earn respect by dying for his convictions, however twisted they may be. 
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3.2 Henry VIII, Byronic Hero 
“You could watch Henry every day for a decade and not see the same thing.” 
(Wolf Hall 436)  
Henry VIII remains one of the most intriguing historical figures as evident from the ever-
growing pile of literature as well as films and documentaries centred on his life. The 
continued fascination with his life can be attributed not only to his turbulent reign, which saw 
the rise of the English Reformation, but his enigmatic character that has divided historians for 
almost five centuries (Head 94). An able athlete, a poet, a patron of the arts, and a theologian, 
Henry seems to have been the model of the Renaissance prince, yet he was also capable of 
shocking cruelty, directed primarily towards his loved ones: his wives, closest friends and 
ministers, many of whom lost their lives for daring to displease him (ibid. 94). He seems to 
have baffled his own contemporaries, who offered widely differing accounts of his true 
nature. Gaspard de Coligny, French ambassador to Henry’s court, called the king “an old 
fox”, Martin Luther made the scathing remark, “Junker Heinz will be God and do whatever he 
lusts”, while Thomas More famously told Thomas Cromwell upon his resignation as Henry’s 
chancellor: 
Master Cromwell, you are entered into the service of a most noble, wise and liberal 
prince. If you will follow my poor advice, you shall, in your counsel-giving unto his 
grace, ever tell him what he ought to do, but never what he is able to do… For if a lion 
knew his own strength, hard were it for any man to rule him. (ibid. 94) 
 
In Wolf Hall and Bring Up the Bodies Hilary Mantel presents a credible portrait of Henry by 
embracing the mystery of his dual nature. He is as noble as he is vicious, a warrior poet, as 
well as a bloodthirsty lecher. He is the Byronic villain-hero, attractive in his flawed 
complexity but ultimately doomed.  
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3.2.1 Henry’s Charm and Passion 
In Mantel’s novel Henry’s larger than life Byronic persona is a combination of his magnetic 
personality and impressive stature. His appearance alone inspires awe and admiration: 
You cannot see Henry and not be amazed. Each time you see him you are struck afresh 
by him, as if it were the first time: a massive man, bull-necked, his hair receding, face 
fleshing out; blue eyes, and a small mouth that is almost coy. His height is six feet 
three inches, and every inch bespeaks power. His carriage, his person, are magnificent. 
(Bring Up the Bodies 42) 
 
Powerfully-built and a giant even by modern standards, Henry towers over most people. This 
visual sign of his superiority is reminiscent of the heroes of Antiquity, the half-gods such as 
Heracles and Achilles whose divine lineage was discernible from their impressive physiques 
and inhuman beauty. Henry is of noble birth and carries himself with dignity as befits his 
royal station. In a marked departure from the traditional Byronic hero, Henry is no longer the 
handsome youth he once was. Owing to ill health and approaching middle age, “his hair is 
receding and his belly advancing” (Bring Up the Bodies 42). Yet even past his prime the king 
remains an impressive sight, his magnificence intact. He is compared favourably to the 
deformed Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, who “would give a province to see the Tudor’s 
visage instead of his own crooked countenance”, as well as the king of France, Francis I, “a 
beanpole” who “would pawn his dauphin to have shoulders like the King of England” (Bring 
Up the Bodies 43). There is something feminine in Henry’s countenance, “[h]e has a pretty 
mouth, almost like a woman’s” (Wolf Hall 181), which adds an alluring delicacy to the 
otherwise excessively masculine figure.  
It is not only in appearance that Henry stands apart from other men. Being the epitome of the 
cultured and noble Byronic hero, his depth of character is unparalleled even among his fellow 
monarchs: “Any qualities they have, Henry reflects back, double the size. If they are learned, 
he is twice learned. If merciful he is the exemplar of mercy. If they are gallant, he is the 
pattern of knight errantry, from the biggest book of knights you can think of” (Bring Up the 
Bodies 43). Though Mantel’s tone is unmistakably sarcastic in listing the king’s many virtues, 
there is no denying that Henry aspires to be and often succeeds in presenting himself as the 
model Renaissance prince. As a nobleman in sixteenth century England, Henry is well 
educated; he speaks Latin and French, is a talented archer and used to be an accomplished 
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sportsman until he injured his leg in a jousting accident. Like many Byronic heroes he is 
musical, “[a]lways plucking at something or other. And singing.” (Wolf Hall 55). He writes 
verses as is the custom of gentlemen at court. Furthermore, Henry is a deeply learned man. He 
is credited with possessing “a fine mind, as quick as his father’s, but more comprehensive” 
(Wolf Hall 185) when discussing financial matters. Well versed in theology he writes a book 
condemning Martin Luther for which the Pope grants him the title “Defender of the Faith”. 
He has an enterprising mind and a true thirst for knowledge. Cromwell is surprised to find, 
“Henry likes to know about trade and crafts, simple things”, such as blacksmithing, the 
breeding of dogs, the building of fortresses, the workings of the artillery and cannons (Bring 
Up the Bodies 252). He takes an interest in the making of armour and ordnance, even has 
plans made up for their improvement and wishes to visit the ironmasters as well as charcoal 
burners, for he claims “One must know the process from the beginning” (Bring Up the Bodies 
281), if one is to advance the craft.  
Completing the image of the Renaissance ideal is Henry’s gallantry, which is unmatched and 
often remarked upon. “He is the first gentleman of Europe, his courtesy unflawed,” we are 
informed and once more Mantel cynically underlines his Byronic capriciousness by 
clarifying, “If he wants someone stricken, he employs a subject to do it; he would not sully his 
own hand,” (Bring Up the Bodies 152). Yet Henry can be gallant as shown by the respect he 
shows his lowborn minister, Thomas Cromwell, whom other noblemen generally dismiss and 
ridicule due to his common background. He affectionately calls Cromwell “Crumb” and once 
after losing his temper and humiliating Cromwell before the entire court, the king humbles 
himself and apologizes, acknowledging, “You are my right hand, sir” (Bring Up the Bodies 
282). Similarly, after losing a child to miscarriage, Henry is enraged and shouts at the ladies 
who bring him the news. One of them bursts into tears and he quickly repents, “Mistress 
Shelton, forgive me. Sweetheart, I did not mean to make you cry” (Bring Up the Bodies 216).  
Henry’s gentlemanly manner is an integral part of his charm, which inspires devotion in his 
subjects: 
[H]e will plump himself down next to you on a bench and talk to you like your 
brother. Like a brother might, if you had one. Or a father even, a father of an ideal 
sort: how are you? Not working too hard? Have you had your dinner? What did you 
dream last night? (Bring Up the Bodies 42) 
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Henry’s graciousness is artfully employed as proof of his nobler spirit. It shows a lack of 
improper pride, a willingness to descend from his lofty throne and engage with his subjects as 
an equal. Furthermore, it betrays Henry’s secret yearning to be free of his royal status. As 
king he stands alone, an outsider like all Byronic heroes, forever separated even from his 
closest relations. Henry feels the burden of his crown keenly, particularly due to his lack of an 
heir. Upon the suggestion that he may never be granted a son, he shouts in despair, “Am I not 
a man like other men? Am I not? Am I not?” (Wolf Hall 442). On a different occasion Henry 
demonstrates a desire to be free of his royal status. He suggests to Cromwell that he should 
like to participate in the guildsmen’s archery match incognito and Cromwell observes, “there 
are tears in Henry’s eyes” (Wolf Hall 254), tears of longing to belong. 
Nevertheless, Henry is proud, even arrogant, as all Byronic heroes are, and his pride is 
inextricably tied to his royal status. It is loneliness and tiresome duty that makes Henry wish 
he were not king, not a true desire to be an ordinary man. Whenever he feels that his royal 
prerogative is questioned, all pretence of equality is quickly abandoned. He is enraged by 
what he perceives as a lack of respect from Charles V: “The Emperor treats me like an infant. 
Tell him I am not an infant. Tell him I am an emperor in my own realm, and a man, and a 
father. Tell him to keep out of my family business. I have put up with his interference for too 
long” (Bring Up the Bodies 274). 
An even worse blow to Henry’s pride is the idea that Cromwell, his most capable servant and 
beloved confidant, should presume to cross the boundaries between master and servant. This 
is his right alone: “Henry prides himself on understanding his councillors, their secret 
opinions and desires, but he is resolved that none of his councillors shall understand him” 
(Bring Up the Bodies 248). Suspicious that Cromwell has been making political decisions 
behind his back, Henry feels humiliated. He forgets his courtesy and upbraids Cromwell, 
going so far as to mock his low birth: 
You have put my honour in hazard. But what do I expect, how can a man like you 
understand the honour of princes? You have said, ‘Oh, I am sure of Henry, I have the 
king in my pocket.’ […] I really believe, Cromwell, that you think you are king, and I 
am the blacksmith’s boy. (Bring Up the Bodies 276) 
 
Pride is one of Henry’s greatest faults, and it is when his pride is wounded that his passionate 
nature comes to light. Being a Byronic hero, he is painfully sensitive and volatile, “his rages 
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are terrifying, his vows and curses, his molten tears” (Bring Up the Bodies 42). He is the 
mercurial prince, unpredictable and inconsistent. He is short-tempered, prone to shouting and 
throwing tantrums, which puts a strain on his relationships. “No wonder the cardinal was old 
before his time,” Cromwell comments after one of Henry’s shouting episodes, “Last week I 
was his brother-in-arms, this week he is threatening me with a bloody end” (Wolf Hall 522). 
Even to his oldest and closest friends, such as Henry Norris, the Groom of the Stool, his 
moods are incomprehensible. On one occasion Cromwell suggests the king might be amused 
by the sight of Norris kneeling in the mud. “Yes,’ answers Norris, looking sad, “You never 
know what will do it” (Wolf Hall 60). Another of Henry’s childhood friends, Thomas More, 
says of his relationship with the king, “friendship should be less exhausting… it should be 
restorative […] I sometimes feel it is like… like Jacob wrestling with the angel” (Wolf Hall 
190). The metaphor is apt since dealing with the fickle Henry is tiring and potentially 
dangerous as well, and ultimately futile. Everyone, including his intimates, is no more than a 
subject whose very life depends on his goodwill. As Cromwell notes, “Henry could, at any 
moment, gesture to his guards; [Cromwell] could find himself with cold metal at his ribs, and 
his day done” (Bring Up the Bodies 276). Though Henry has a vicious streak, it is his 
changeability that makes him truly dangerous. He has no impulse control and often repents of 
his outbursts, yet regret comes too late. Those who are blinded by the king’s generosity and 
courteous manner but forget his fragile pride and hot temper often pay for it dearly. One must 
tread carefully at Henry’s court and never forget the king’s dual nature: “You can be merry 
with the king, you can share a joke with him. But as Thomas More used to say, it’s like 
sporting with a tamed lion. You tousle its mane and pull its ears, but all the time you’re 
thinking, those claws, those claws, those claws” (Bring Up the Bodies 249). 
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3.2.2 Henry’s Cruelty and Guilt 
The extent of Henry’s cruelty, his callousness, and disregard for human life as well as the 
vindictiveness he displays put him at the far end of the Byronic spectre, on the border of the 
territory belonging to the Gothic villain. Nevertheless, he is less of a straightforward villain 
than for example Heathcliff, another uncharacteristically vicious Byronic hero. Like the 
Gothic villain Heathcliff takes delight in the suffering he inflicts while Henry does not. He 
expresses regret, attempts to justify his cruel actions or puts the blame on someone else, 
which shows that he is uncomfortable with his darker impulses: “[Henry] wants to be told he 
is right. He is never in error. It is only other people commit errors on his behalf or deceive 
him with false information. Henry wants to be told that he is behaving well, in the sight of 
God and man” (Bring Up the Bodies 248). 
This is in stark contrast to Heathcliff, who acknowledges and even takes pride in the fact that 
he is a villain. Henry’s refusal to recognise the vicious streak in his nature is necessary for the 
preservation of his self-image as the noble prince. It is this duality of character and the 
accompanying inner conflict that are characteristic of the torn Byronic hero rather than the 
unapologetic Gothic villain. Furthermore, Henry’s fragile pride will only allow him to admit 
that he is capable of being misled, not led or manipulated, yet the truth is he is easily 
influenced by those who know how to handle him. Sometimes cruelty does not originate 
within himself but he is susceptible to its allure and therefore does not shrink from using it.  
Deviating from the prototypical Byronic hero as well as his own gentlemanly code, Henry is 
uncommonly cruel towards women, namely his wives and lovers. His first wife, Katherine of 
Aragon, whom he claims he “married for love” (Wolf Hall 30) is unceremoniously discarded 
after twenty years of marriage because she fails to produce an heir and Henry has fallen in 
love with Anne Boleyn. At first he plays the gentleman, “His voice is low, gentle, persuasive, 
and full of regret,” (Wolf Hall 89) when he comes to inform her of his decision to annul their 
marriage. In what will become a pattern of behaviour Henry seeks to hide his lust and justify 
his desire for separation from Katherine by claiming their union has always been unlawful. 
This absolves him from guilt, and allows him to believe in his own nobility: 
If he were free, he says, if there were no impediment, it is she, above all women, that 
he would choose for his wife. The lack of sons wouldn’t matter; God’s will be done. 
He would like nothing better than to marry her all over again; lawfully, this time. But 
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there it is: it can’t be managed. She was his brother’s wife. Their union has offended 
divine law. (Wolf Hall 89) 
 
Though Henry’s motive appears base there is some sincerity in his belief that his marriage to 
Katherine is damned. The fact that Katherine is the widow of his brother Arthur begins to 
trouble Henry because Arthur’s death is the source of Henry’s Byronic guilt that has plagued 
him for twenty years. When Henry abandons Katherine, Arthur haunts his dreams: “In my 
dream he stood and looked at me. He looked sad, so sad. He seemed to say I stood in his 
place. He seemed to say, you have taken my kingdom, and you have used my wife. He has 
come back to make me ashamed” (Wolf Hall 275). 
Henry secretly feels guilty that he is living the life that should have been Arthur’s. It was 
Arthur, the firstborn prince, who was the true heir to the throne and Katherine was always 
intended for him. It was by a mere chance of fate that Henry became king and despite his 
bravado he secretly believes that he has not proven worthy of the crown. His shame and guilt 
manifest in a dream where he is judged by his brother, his sole superior. In Arthur’s 
countenance, Henry reads his own verdict of his lacking behaviour as both king and husband. 
This proves horrifying enough that in the middle of the night Henry sends for Cromwell and 
the Archbishop of Canterbury so that they would ease his conscience, but there is a perverse 
enjoyment in his terror. “[Arthur] has come back to make me ashamed and I must bear it,” he 
says, “I, I alone” (Wolf Hall 276). In a typically Byronic fashion Henry welcomes the torment 
his guilt causes him for it adds a tragically romantic shine to his misery. It is merely another 
testament to his extraordinariness: the greater the suffering, the greater the man who is able to 
endure it with grace.  
Upon Katherine’s adamant refusal to agree to an annulment or a divorce, Henry forgets his 
courtesy. He humiliates Katherine by claiming she must not have been a virgin when she 
married him despite her oath that she was. He draws the conclusion that because she had lied 
and their marriage was unlawful God denied granting them an heir. She is banished from 
court. Her prison is a stately house, “[s]he has every comfort. Her household costs the king 
four thousand pounds a year. It is no mean sum” (Bring Up the Bodies 94). But Henry does 
not expect to have to bear the expense long. “What use is Katherine’s life to her, now?” he 
asks callously, “I am sure she is tired of contention. God knows, I am tired of it. She were 
better to join the saints and holy martyrs.” (Bring Up the Bodies 113). His wish is soon 
granted when Katherine falls ill but because she still does not recognize their divorce and 
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Henry’s marriage to Anne, he devises a final punishment. Her dying wish to see her daughter 
is denied and she dies alone. 
Henry’s mistreatment of Katherine extends to their daughter Mary. A devout Catholic and 
loving daughter to her mother, Mary is ordered to acknowledge her father as the head of the 
newly established Church of England, that her parents’ marriage is invalid and therefore 
confirm her own illegitimacy. Mary refuses after which she is sent from court and put under 
house arrest, which is not lifted even when she begs to be allowed to visit her mother on her 
deathbed. Henry regards her almost as a traitor and refuses to arrange a marriage for her, 
fearing that with a husband’s support she would return with an army to dethrone him. He is 
deeply hurt by Mary’s disobedience, feeling “her behaviour to [him] is not what it ought to 
be” (Bring Up the Bodies 279) as though Mary were nothing more than a naughty child 
rebelling against a loving father. In fact Henry’s demands are as cruel as they are demeaning. 
By ultimately accepting them, Mary is forced to betray the faith she had been brought up in, 
which entails excommunication and eternal damnation, as well as to accept the degrading 
status of bastard despite the fact that she was born a princess.  
Henry’s mistress, Mary Boleyn, is also cast aside after he turns his attention to her sister 
Anne. Without a husband and a secure position at court, she finds herself at the mercy of her 
unforgiving family. While before, her hypocritical father and uncle were pleased with her 
liaison with the king due to the titles and lands the connection brought them, they insult and 
torment her as soon as she is no longer useful. “My father says I’m a mouth to feed and my 
uncle Norfolk says I’m a whore,” (Wolf Hall 137) Mary confides to Cromwell. Losing the 
king’s support leaves Mary not only disgraced but in financial difficulty, especially because 
she has two children to support. The younger, a boy, is heavily implied to have been fathered 
by Henry and Mary claims “the king would have owned him as his son, just as he has owned 
Richmond, but [Anne] forbade it. He does what she says” (Wolf Hall 137). In this instance 
Henry’s callousness towards his former mistress is a result of Anne’s influence. It is a 
testament to her power over him that Henry is willing to abandon his son with Mary. It is 
clear the slight is Anne’s doing since Henry is generous to his first illegitimate son, Henry 
Fitzroy, who is created a Duke of Somerset and Duke of Richmond. Henry’s ill-treatment of 
Mary reaches new heights when Anne falls pregnant. Afraid of harming the child, Henry 
abstains from having sexual relations with Anne and resumes his relationship with Mary for 
the duration of the pregnancy. “[A]t least I get a kind word from my father […] he needs me 
again.,” (Wolf Hall 470), Mary reflects bitterly on her desperate situation. Subsequently, 
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Henry refuses to give consent for Mary to marry thus preventing her from acquiring a 
respectable position, which would allow her to escape the abuse she suffers by his and her 
family’s hands. Cromwell observes the physical and psychological toll the king’s cruelty is 
taking on the once lively and beautiful Mary. She “sways on the spot; she seems dazed with 
misery and fatigue; great tears swell in her eyes” (Wolf Hall 470), which shows that by now 
she abhors Henry’s attentions and he is in effect raping her. Cromwell tries to comfort Mary 
with the promise of a settlement once the king is done with her. “Does a dirty dishcloth get a 
pension?” (Wolf Hall 470), Mary mocks and her scepticism proves to be well founded for she 
receives no compensation for her humiliation and when in desperation she marries without the 
king’s consent she too is banished from court. 
Henry’s cruelty towards women reaches its climax with the execution of his second wife, 
Anne Boleyn. Tired of her overbearing manner and disappointed over her failure to give him 
a son, Henry decides to find himself a new wife. Following her predecessor’s example, Anne 
refuses to oblige the king by retiring to a convent so Henry decides she must die. True to his 
changeable nature, Henry’s passion for Anne quickly turns to hatred, so that when Cromwell 
conveniently brings proof of her infidelity the king is all too willing to believe it. Just like 
Katherine’s supposed non-virginal status, Anne’s supposed adultery allows Henry to justify 
his merciless treatment of her. But the full extent of Henry’s vindictiveness only becomes 
apparent directly after Anne’s execution when he inquires after her clothes, which in 
accordance with tradition had been claimed by the Tower guards. “I want to know they are 
destroyed” (Bring Up the Bodies 477), Henry says and the message reads clearly: it is not 
enough that Anne is dead, every trace of her must be obliterated from the face of the earth.  
It is not only his romantic partners—Henry appears to have a low opinion of women in 
general, saying of a court lady he dislikes: “She is fickle and weak like all her sex, easily led 
into scheming” (Wolf Hall 510). He hypocritically labels them unchaste and perverse: “All 
men should know and be warned about what women are. Their appetites are unbounded” 
(Bring Up the Bodies 377). Despite this Henry is not a true misogynist like the proper Gothic 
villain. He sincerely mourns his “lovely sister” (Wolf Hall 617) and is gallant and gentle to the 
women of Cromwell’s household despite their lowborn status: 
Henry, turning to one, then the other, with a careful forefinger dots [tears] from their 
cheeks, and makes them smile” and “the little brides Alice and Jo he whirls up into the 
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air as if they were butterflies, and kisses them on the mouth, saying he wishes he had 
known them when he was a boy. (Wolf Hall 617) 
 
Of the noble ladies Henry genuinely admires Jane Seymour, his future third wife. Her 
meekness and purity appeal to Henry’s chivalric notions as well as provide a welcome 
reprieve from Anne Boleyn’s domineering manner. When Jane virtuously resists his attempts 
at seduction Henry takes the opportunity to act out his knightly fantasy and resolves to do 
“nothing that will offend her honour” and “only speak to her in the presence of her kin” 
(Bring Up the Bodies 253), a promise to which he keeps. 
Cardinal Wolsey’s death is one of the few that Henry seems to sincerely regret. His treatment 
of his once most trusted advisor as well as a father figure is particularly cruel. Wolsey’s fall 
from favour occurs because of his failure to procure Henry an annulment from Katherine. For 
this he is stripped of his office as Lord Chancellor, his estates and possessions are confiscated 
and he is banished from court. Henry even cheats Wolsey out of York Palace and has Anne 
instilled there purely because convenient proximity to his palace in London. Since the house 
belongs to the archdiocese of York and therefore to Wolsey, the archbishop of York, Henry 
has no true right to turn him out. In a particularly vicious display of power Henry’s men take 
away “[Wolsey’s] wardrobe piece by piece” (Wolf Hall 48), so that he is forced to leave 
London in a borrowed coat and endure the humiliating retreat across the Thames, 
accompanied by “the sounds of hooting and booing,” (Wolf Hall 54) from the spectators who 
gleefully enjoy the scene of the once great cardinal brought low.  
Despite Henry’s displeasure his attachment to Wolsey is great. “Every day I miss the Cardinal 
of York,” (Wolf Hall 211), he confides to Cromwell as he secretly grants a sum of one 
thousand pounds for Wolsey’s travel expenses. He adds, “Ask [Wolsey] to pray for me,” in 
what is a clear sign of lingering trust in the cardinal (Wolf Hall 211). The signs of Henry’s 
guilty conscience are seen before the cardinal even departs from London. Henry Norris is sent 
after Wolsey to “speak words of comfort to him and give him [the king’s] ring” (Wolf Hall 
57) and to assure him that: 
[T]he king only appears displeased, but is not really displeased; that he knows the 
cardinal has enemies; that he himself, Henricus Rex, is not one of them; that this show 
of force is only to satisfy those enemies; that he is able to recompense the cardinal 
with twice as much as has been taken from him. (Wolf Hall 58) 
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Through this speech Henry uses another one of his standard justifications for disproportionate 
punishment of his subjects, the need for a king to appear powerful by “a show of force”. Once 
more it is other people who are forcing him to act cruelly, not his own malice. Wolsey’s fall is 
long and drawn-out. He never regains Henry’s favour and spends his last remaining year 
being driven from one shelter to another until at last he is baselessly charged with high 
treason and arrested. Shortly afterward he falls ill and dies, presumably by committing 
suicide: “Put [the cardinal] in a difficulty, and he will find a way [...] Poison? If so, then by 
his own hand” (Wolf Hall 263). His motivation is doubtless to avoid the humiliation of a 
public trial and the inevitable execution on the orders of his beloved Henry, whom even in 
exile he hails as “the gentlest, wisest prince in all of Christendom” (Wolf Hall 55). Years after 
his death Henry still thinks of the cardinal, but the memory is fond and his conscience clear 
for Anne ends up taking the blame for severing the bond between Wolsey and the king as well 
as for the cardinal’s death. Cromwell remarks on Henry’s eerie ability to dissociate his 
malicious and brutal acts from what he believes to be his true benevolent self: “Henry does 
this sometimes; drops Wolsey’s name into conversation, as if it were not he, but some other 
monarch, who had hounded the cardinal to death” (Bring Up the Bodies 18).  
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3.2.3 Henry’s Lust and Rebellion 
As with all Byronic heroes Henry’s story is one of rebellion. In an unprecedented move Henry 
disavows the authority of the Pope and names himself the head of the newly formed Church 
of England. As king his act of rebellion has proportionally larger repercussions than that of 
the average Byronic hero for it shapes not only his own future but that of his entire kingdom. 
For his disobedience Henry is excommunicated, thus becoming the literal outcast of the 
sixteenth century European society.  
Henry’s rebellion is primarily a reaction to the Pope’s refusal to annul his marriage to 
Katherine. This practical motive seems to be born out of Henry’s necessity for an heir and is 
therefore unusual for a Byronic hero, who is ordinarily more emotionally driven, be it by a 
cynical outlook and dissatisfaction with society or an all-consuming passion. However, the 
reasons for Henry’s rebellion are manifold and shed further light on the complexities of his 
character. His desperate attempts to acquire a young queen, who will be able to give him an 
heir seems to be a sign of Henry’s maturity as a ruler: “If a king cannot have a son, if he 
cannot do that, it matters not what else he can do. The victories, the spoils of victory, the just 
laws he makes, the famous courts he holds, these are as nothing” (Bring Up the Bodies 219). 
However, it is not the stability of the realm that is foremost in Henry’s mind. It is lust for 
Anne Boleyn that drives him to defy canon law but he dares not admit it even to himself. Just 
as Henry hides from his cruelty, so too does he deny his lecherous nature for it distorts his 
self-image of the model prince, whose virtue should be beyond question. The fact that he 
needs an heir is nothing more than a convenient excuse with which he hides from the 
impulses he is ashamed of. This becomes Henry’s habit. He abandons Anne just as he did 
Katherine as he begins to lust after the chaste Jane Seymour once more with the same excuse; 
Anne has not given him a son. He admits his true motives to Cromwell when he is faced with 
the prospect of having to resume his marriage with Katherine: “[I]f I were forced to put away 
Anne, I must return to Katherine. And I cannot do it, Cromwell. I am resolved that even if the 
whole of Christendom comes against me, I can never touch that stale old woman again” 
(Bring Up the Bodies 69). 
While cruelty is not unheard of in the Byronic hero, lust is typically the characteristic of the 
Gothic villain. Henry, being both cruel to his lovers as well as a notorious lecher, deviates 
from the norm. While the Byronic hero may well be a fatal lover, he is constant and sincere in 
his passion. Henry proves a fatal lover in the most literal sense of the word but he is 
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unfaithful, unlike the typical Byronic hero who is entirely devoted to a single woman. Though 
Henry’s relationships are based on lust instead of love, his attraction to women is nevertheless 
dictated by his incestuous inclination towards a lover who is his own mirror image as is the 
case with all Byronic heroes. This is the foundation of his great passion for Anne. She alone is 
like him: wilful, authoritative and proud. She has a temper to match his own and even this is 
appreciated: “She has her spites, she has her little rages; she is volatile and Henry knows it. It 
was what fascinated the king, to find someone so different from those soft, kind blondes who 
drift through men’s lives and leave not a mark behind” (Bring Up the Bodies 46). 
At first Henry is pleased by the image Anne reflects back at him. She is like him but younger, 
fitter and fertile, unburdened by years of miscarriages and stillborn children, and full of 
youthful zeal as seen by her relentless support of the English Reformation. She represents all 
the possibilities that Henry, heirless and middle-aged, fears he has missed and lacks the will to 
pursue. However, after a seven-year long courtship and three years of marriage, the very 
qualities that first attract Henry to Anne become tiresome: “[N]ow when Anne appears, he 
sometimes looks harassed. You can see his gaze growing distant when she begins one of her 
rants, and if he were not such a gentleman he would pull his hat down over his ears” (Bring 
Up the Bodies 46). Henry realizes he has miscalculated. Anne is not Henry’s mirror image, 
his reverse image, like him but unlike him just as Jane is and is not like Rochester. Anne is 
Henry just as Catherine is Heathcliff, her likeness too close for comfort. This he finds 
unbearable for not even Henry can contend with Henry. If before Anne’s boldness was 
refreshing, Henry comes to claim that she “tried to undermine [him] at every turn” and 
“would presume to censure [his] own conduct, and press on [him] advice in matters well 
beyond her understanding” (Bring Up the Bodies 376). Her failure to produce a son comes to 
represent Henry’s own repeated failure to sire one, her flirtatiousness and inappropriately 
close relationships with the male courtiers are an unwelcome reflection of his own 
lasciviousness.  
Henry’s execution of Anne is his greatest rebellion for it is a rebellion against himself. It is 
the ultimate expression of a Byronic hero’s self-destructiveness, the result of deep self-
loathing. In this light Henry’s un-Byronic lack of devotion towards Anne is understandable. 
Because she is the living embodiment of his true flawed self, which he cannot accept and tries 
to deny, Henry can only sustain his false self-image by destroying her. In preparation for 
Anne’s demise Henry uses her as a vehicle for all his secret guilt and shame for he reasons 
that if he cannot deny the unflattering reflection he must admit to it in order to be able to 
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banish it from his mind forever. Consequently, Henry proceeds to turn Anne into himself by 
projecting onto her all of his own faults, even the ones she does not possess. Like the portrait 
of Dorian Gray, Anne is burdened with all of the sins and vices of her lover so that Henry can 
gain reprieve from them. Henry first rids himself of the guilt for all the deaths that he directly 
or indirectly caused during his ten-year relationship with Anne by placing the blame squarely 
on her shoulders: 
I was misled and betrayed. So many friends lost, friends and good servants, lost, 
alienated, exiled from court. And worse…I think of Wolsey. The woman I called my 
wife practiced against him with all her ingenuity, with every weapon of slyness and 
rancour. (Bring up the Bodies 375) 
 
Thus Anne takes on the responsibility for Henry’s cruelty and bloodlust. The next fault Henry 
projects onto her is lust. The charges of adultery brought against her are not only believed but 
exaggerated by Henry with cathartic relish. “I believe [Anne] has committed adultery with a 
hundred men” (Bring Up the Bodies 377), he laments with sincere indignation for his disgust 
and shame over his own promiscuity are finally expressed without any damage to his fragile 
self-image. The subtle incestuous aspect of Henry’s sexual desire becomes more obvious 
when he expresses no doubt but enthusiastically supports the claim that one of Anne’s lovers 
was her brother. “I doubt she could resist him,” Henry says, “Why not drink the cup to the 
filthy dregs?” (Bring Up the Bodies 377). Considering that it is his own secret impulses that 
Henry assigns to Anne, the fact that he believes Anne would find an incestuous relationship 
appealing means that he himself does. But Henry’s greatest shame, and consequently the 
greatest charge laid at Anne’s door, is the inability to produce a son. She is blamed for 
Henry’s reduced sexual stamina, “When I would approach her, only to do my duty, she would 
give me such a look as would daunt any man,” (Bring Up the Bodies 377), which is used to 
excuse Henry’s advancing age and illness. Finally Henry absolves himself from guilt over 
being unfaithful to Anne during her pregnancy, which sends her into such melancholy she 
miscarries his heir. This is blamed on Anne’s inherent evilness, “I doubt a child of hers could 
live. She was too wicked” (Bring Up the Bodies 378).  
In killing Anne Henry kills his true self then enters the final stage of his rebellion against 
himself, which is the creation of a new self-image. More than any other Byronic hero, Henry 
relies on his romantic partner to define his identity, therefore Anne is quickly replaced by 
Jane Seymour. If Anne was Henry’s true reflection, then Jane, “so humble, so shy” is his ideal 
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one, “the black reverse portrait of [Anne]” (Bring Up the Bodies 249). Jane is modest, “she 
has nothing… she expects nothing”, innocent, “she has no guile in her,” as well as chaste for 
unlike the condemned adulterous queen she “has never succumbed” to the temptations of the 
flesh (Bring Up the Bodies 249). Jane may be unique in the ranks of the Byronic heroes’ 
lovers because she is a true mirror image and therefore a reverse image of Henry, but not a 
Byronic heroine herself. She is unlike him in every way and because she cannot understand 
him she fears him. “I’m so frightened of him,” Jane confesses to Cromwell and that she “can’t 
for one moment forget who he is,” (Bring Up the Bodies 251). Jane is not Henry’s equal and 
her fear and despair over her inevitable fate are a reflection of Henry’s own loss of himself. In 
accepting Jane as his female counterpart, Henry’s rebellion and self-destruction reaches its 
conclusion. Purged of the unwanted aspects of his nature he embarks on a journey of 
reinvention but the rebellion proves to be unsuccessful and his true Byronic nature cannot be 
denied. In the end the purity of Henry and Jane’s union is revealed to be marred by sub-tones 
of incest for “Jane is found to be the king’s distant cousin” and despite achieving his heart’s 
desire, Henry is “more melancholy that day than any bridegroom ought to be” (Bring Up the 
Bodies 478). As he contemplates his lost youth as well as his lack of an heir, his old Byronic 
gloom returns for try as he might not even the king has the power to escape himself.  
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3.3 Anne Boleyn, Byronic Heroine 
“She dances gracefully but briskly, with an amused expression on her face, a hard, 
impersonal, touch-me-not smile.”  
(Wolf Hall 67) 
3.3.1 Anne's Charm and Passion  
Anne’s most apparent Byronic feature is her undeniable allure. Compared to Henry, whose 
larger-than-life persona is emphasized by his majestic figure, Anne’s physical appearance is 
given far less attention. She does have the dark good looks as well as the noble bearing typical 
of the Byronic heroine, being the daughter of a knight. She is described as “an elegant 
woman, with a refinement that makes mere prettiness seem redundant” yet by the time she 
becomes queen, her “dark glitter” has begun to fade (Bring Up the Bodies 43). As is often the 
case with Byronic heroes, the focus is on her eyes, which serve as a reflection of her seductive 
but dangerous nature. They are “black eyes… like the beads of abacus; they are shiny and 
always in motion, as she makes calculations of her own advantage” (Bring Up the Bodies 
166). The similarity between Anne’s “skewering dark glance” and Henry’s own frightening 
gaze is pointed out: “The king too knows how to look; blue eyes, their mildness deceptive” 
(Wolf Hall 204). The comparison is a testament to Anne’s strong presence, which is on par 
with that of the king himself. It confirms both Anne’s status as Henry’s reflection as well as 
her importance as an independent heroine. Aside from indicating Anne’s quick mind and 
calculating nature, her eyes serve her primary tool of seduction. Therein lies Anne’s true 
power. The Byronic heroine’s appeal is not in her appearance but her unique and formidable 
spirit. For Anne it is her despotic manner combined with her unmatched skill as a seductress 
that makes her irresistible and inspires devotion in her admirers. Her technique is carefully 
developed and expertly applied: “She glances at a man’s face, then her regard flits away, as if 
unconcerned, indifferent. There is a pause… Then slowly, as if compelled, she turns her gaze 
back to him. Her eyes rest on his face… You watch as the man’s mouth gapes a little and he 
becomes her creature” (Bring Up the Bodies 44). 
Cromwell notes he has seen Anne “work her trick on lord and commoner, on the king 
himself” (Bring Up the Bodies 44). No one, not even Henry, can resist her. Anne’s genius is 
in her understanding of men. When she chooses her target she “looks as if she is seeing him 
for the first time, and considering all sorts of uses for him, all sorts of possibilities, which he 
has not even thought of himself” (Bring Up the Bodies 44). Anne appeals to the man’s ego by 
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making him feel special and important: “He grows a little taller. He grows a little more 
foolish” (Bring Up the Bodies 44).  
As with all Byronic heroines, part of Anne’s charm is that she stands apart from other women, 
which in her case ties in with her status as an outcast with a mysterious past. She is raised at 
the French court and is upon her return to England regarded almost as a foreigner. In true 
Byronic fashion Anne embraces her uniqueness and actively seeks to emphasize it: “She 
speaks her native tongue with a slight unplaceable accent, strewing her sentences with French 
words when she pretends she can’t think of the English” (Wolf Hall 67). She further 
differentiates herself from the other court ladies by promoting her reputation as a “notorious 
virgin” (Wolf Hall 374). Unlike most of the other court ladies who are known for their 
numerous love affairs, Anne thus manages to retain her dignity as well as create an air of 
mystique surrounding her virginity. She is regarded as a marvel for having remained a virgin 
at the famously debauched French court, unlike her sister Mary who “[has been] through so 
many hands you can’t find a stable lad who hasn’t had her” (Bring Up the Bodies 133). Anne 
represents a refreshing counterbalance to the infamously loose Mary, Henry’s current 
mistress. She cultivates an image of a virtuous woman, underlined with subtle sex appeal in 
the form of interchanging flirtations and refusals. Her long-time admirer, Henry Wyatt, 
explains: 
That is Anne’s tactic, she says yes, yes, yes, then she says no […] The worst of it is 
her hinting, her boasting almost, that she says no to me but yes to others […] It must 
be so arranged that every man you see, you think, is he the one? […] So you are 
continually asking yourself why you’ve fallen short, why you can never please her, 
why you never get the chance. (Wolf Hall 349) 
 
The admiration and sense of power feed Anne’s Byronic pride. This soon grows into 
arrogance to rival Henry’s own. She comes to believe herself indispensable. “Henry will 
never abandon me” (Bring Up the Bodies 132), she boasts  
Anne’s virgin-whore persona represents the duality of her Byronic nature, “Anne wants you 
to treat her like the Virgin Mary, but she also wants you to put your cash on the table, do the 
business and get out” (Bring Up the Bodies 245). This fluid identity is also expressed in her 
unstable temperament. Unlike Henry, and most Byronic heroes, who are hot tempered, Anne 
appears cold blooded. Cromwell notes: “He has never believed in her as a passionate, 
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spontaneous woman. […] He wonders what it would take to make her panic” (Bring Up the 
Bodies 242). 
Anne is highly intelligent and a master manipulator as seen by her extraordinary influence 
with the king as well as her skilful navigation of court politics, where her ability to keep her 
cool proves a great asset. However, Anne is a Byronic heroine and therefore moody. She may 
exercise better control over her emotions than Henry but her restraint and carefulness is a 
result of necessity in the perilous world of Henry’s court. Her true nature is that of the 
changeable and hot-blooded Byronic hero: “Anne is not good at hiding her feelings. She is the 
king’s quicksilver darling, slipping and sliding from anger to laughter” (Bring Up the Bodies 
44). As has been discussed before it is Anne’s volatile nature, unique among the court ladies 
and so like Henry’s own, that attracts him to her. She is prone to outbursts, especially in the 
face of defiance, which is a blow to her pride. When Cromwell refuses to participate in her 
scheme to ruin Princess Mary’s reputation she grows furious: “Anne flushes. Anger mottles 
her throat. She will do anything, [Cromwell] thinks. Anne has no limits” (Bring Up the Bodies 
131). Like Henry, Anne cannot abide any perceived disrespect of her station. When presented 
with the bill of succession that states that should she die without giving birth to a son the new 
queen’s son would have a claim on the throne before her daughter Elizabeth, Anne flies into a 
rage. She “takes the draft out of Henry’s hand. She shakes it in a passion” (Wolf Hall 537).  
Anne also shares Henry’s capriciousness, which grows more pronounced as she begins to lose 
his favour. As in Henry’s case, not even her closest confidants are safe from her mood swings 
and may quickly find themselves on the receiving end of her anger. Cromwell, who aids her 
in becoming queen and who serves for a time as one of her most trusted confidants is not 
exempt either. He comments on her changeability: 
There have been times this summer when she would smile secretly at him behind the 
king’s back, or grimace to warn him that Henry was out of temper. Other times she 
would ignore him, turn her shoulder, her black eyes sweeping the room and resting 
elsewhere. (Bring Up the Bodies 44) 
 
Henry himself is not safe from Anne’s fits. After he quarrels with Katherine, Anne upbraids 
him, “what! I told you not to argue with Katherine, you know you always lose” (Wolf Hall 
203), because unlike everyone else she is not terrified of Henry. Anne is after all Henry’s 
soulmate; his nature is her own and therefore cannot frighten her. When she suffers a 
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miscarriage, she does not hesitate to lay the blame on Henry. She claims it was his “mooning 
over [Jane Seymour],” whom he is pursuing at the time, which broke her heart and caused her 
to lose the child (Bring Up the Bodies 217). Anne even mirrors Henry’s annoyance with her 
spouse. When she is nearly burned in her bed, Henry showers her with attention. Cromwell 
observes “how Henry irritates; his solicitude, his doting, his clinging. And in the depth of a 
January night she can’t disguise the irritation” (Bring Up the Bodies 188).  
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3.3.2 Anne’s Cruelty and Guilt 
If Anne can match Henry in passion, so too can she match his cruelty. As with Henry, this 
side of her personality is more characteristic of the Gothic villain. Unlike Henry, Anne 
expresses no regret over her cruel actions, and does not attempt to justify them, indicating she 
is far more comfortable in her villainous role than he and therefore a less sympathetic Byronic 
heroine. The one aspect of Anne’s cruel behaviour that is uncharacteristic of the Gothic villain 
is her lack of emotional involvement. She neither openly revels in the suffering she causes, 
like Heathcliff, nor does she vehemently try to deny her responsibility for her immoral actions 
like Henry. She is cruel in a cold, dispassionate way, which is at odds with the hot temper she 
displays in her romantic relationship. The reason lies in the motive. Whilst Henry’s cruelty is 
motivated by emotions, such as anger or shame, Anne’s cruelty is usually the result of 
necessity, a means of achieving a goal, with some notable exceptions.  
After Princess Mary is left motherless and friendless, Anne plots to dishonour her as well in 
what could be perceived as a final act of vengeance against Henry’s rebellious daughter, who 
has steadfastly refused to acknowledge her as queen. In truth her motive is entirely practical. 
She plans to have Mary seduced, to “make of fool of herself, and do it publicly, so she loses 
her reputation” (Bring Up the Bodies 131) in order to disqualify her as a prospective bride for 
the Dauphin. This is necessitated by the fact that Anne intends for her own daughter Elizabeth 
to marry the French heir and thus solidify her claim in the royal succession as well as Anne’s 
position as England’s queen, which is still in doubt on the Continent. Wishing to prevent 
Mary from gaining any advantages, she plans to marry her to “some very honourable feeble 
old gentleman, who will get no children on her and whom I will pay to stay away from court” 
(Wolf Hall 431). The plan to condemn the seventeen-year-old Mary to a childless marriage 
with an elderly man seems unnecessarily petty, yet once more Anne motive is practical. 
Mary’s children could potentially become rivals to Anne’s own children since Anne’s royal 
status and the legitimacy of her daughter Elizabeth is disputed.  
Anne has no compassion or pity for the former queen Katherine and her daughter Mary and 
encourages Henry’s callousness towards them. She laughs when she hears Katherine is dying 
and mocks Mary’s short stature and general unattractiveness by naming her dwarf fool after 
Mary, “she is almost a dwarf, is she not?” (Bring Up the Bodies 130). Nevertheless, neither 
Katherine nor Mary inspire anger in Anne like they do in Henry, who has “taken to tearing 
[Katherine’s] letters up unread, or burning them” (Wolf Hall 455). They are merely obstacles 
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that must be removed in order to facilitate Anne’s plans. Immediately after Katherine’s death, 
Anne offers to help conciliate Mary to her father and restore her place at court in exchange for 
Mary’s acknowledgement of Henry’s Church of England and his marriage to Anne. This 
would neutralize Mary as a threat because it would discourage he foreign supporters, who 
wish to dethrone Henry and replace him with the staunchly Catholic Mary as queen. The 
supremacy of Anne’s pragmatism over her passion is proven by the long list of concessions 
she is willing to make in order to gain Mary’s cooperation: 
She will have an honoured place, and not much below mine. I shall not expect a deep 
reverence from her, but the ordinary form of courtesy which royal persons use among 
themselves […] I shall not make her carry my train. She will not have to sit at table 
with her sister the Princess Elizabeth, so no question of her lower rank will arise. 
(Bring Up the Bodies 175) 
 
Anne’s practical attitude towards cruelty is also reflected by her manner during the 
discussion, which is “sombre, dry, attentive: all business” (Bring Up the Bodies 174) which 
betrays a total lack of emotional involvement. 
Anne’s cruelty towards her sister Mary is a unique example, being a result of practical 
considerations as well as resentment. As mentioned before, Anne is the reason Henry never 
acknowledges his son with Mary. This act is not a result of jealousy toward Henry’s former 
mistress but a calculated move to reduce the number of possible rivals for the throne to her 
own children with the king: “She means to give him a prince herself, so she doesn’t want 
mine in the nursery” (Wolf Hall 137). Though not motivated by personal feelings Anne’s 
actions deprive Jane of the social security she would have been afforded as the mother of the 
king’s son and leave her at the mercy of her abusive power-hungry family. Anne’s tormenting 
of Mary continues when she arranges for her to resume her role as Henry’s mistress. This is 
again done for purely pragmatic reasons. In order to prevent a new mistress from gaining 
influence over Henry during her pregnancy when he abstains from sex with her, Anne 
procures him one on whose loyalty she can rely on. There is no other who can match the 
difficult standard but her sister for “God forbid the king should ride a mare from any other 
stable” (Wolf Hall 470). As discussed before, Mary is forced into compliance due to her lack 
of a socially secure status afforded to married women. The extent of Anne’s cruelty in this 
matter is evident from Mary’s deteriorating health. Mary finds the situation both physically 
and psychologically traumatic. Due to her complete financial dependency on her abusive 
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family she is forced to ascent to being raped by the king for her sister’s benefit. Anne never 
expresses any reservations or remorse over the suffering she causes Mary, and Cromwell 
comments that should Mary conceive another child with Henry, “Anne will have it strangled 
in the cradle” (Wolf Hall 470).  
Aside from cruelly using Mary for political reasons, Anne is not above mistreating her sister 
out of sheer malice. When Cromwell asks Mary whether Anne would tell her if she has had 
sex with the king, Mary replies, “Of course - out of spite!” (Wolf Hall 204). Anne’s pettiness 
is such that she apparently takes the time to describes her physical relationship with Henry to 
her sister in great detail since Mary is able to relay to Cromwell that “when they are alone 
[Anne] lets him unlace her bodice” and then “he pulls down her shift and kisses her breasts” 
(Wolf Hall 204). Anne’s abuse of Mary is not solely psychological. Mary confides in 
Cromwell, “when she sees me, she gives me a little pinch,’ […] Sometimes I am bruised. She 
thinks to disfigure me” (Wolf Hall 139). Anne’s physical abuse is motivated by resentment 
towards Mary for having been Henry’s mistress and having born him a son. Furthermore, 
Anne is jealous of Henry’s continued attraction to the “dazzlingly pretty” Mary, who is 
considered to be one of the most beautiful women at court and whose “fair, soft featured” 
(Wolf Hall 135) appearance is described as superior to that of her “sallow and sharp” sister 
Anne (Wolf Hall 199). Even after Henry begins to pursue Anne, he refuses to approve a 
marriage for Mary, because he does not wish to give her up indefinitely. Though Anne uses 
this to her advantage when she conceives and Henry stops their marital relations, she resents 
Mary’s allure and influence over the king. For this reason, Mary stays at court and eventually 
becomes Anne’s lady in waiting. Forced to keep her close, Anne lashes out at her sister out of 
frustration. When Mary manages to marry in secret to escape the abuse of her family, Anne 
reacts with hypocritical rage, forgetting that she herself once married without the approval of 
her family in order to gain independence. She renounces Mary, “I don’t know her. She is no 
longer a Boleyn” (Wolf Hall 596), and banishes her from court. She also shows no sympathy 
for the fact that being ostracized by her royal sister and her entire family, Mary, who is 
pregnant, and her children will face many hardships: “She can crawl on her knees to me. I 
care not. She can starve” (Wolf Hall 595). Anne also displays typical Byronic narcissism 
when she claims, “[Mary] has done this to spite me. She thinks she will sail about the court 
with her great belly, and pity me and laugh at me, because I have lost my own child” (Wolf 
Hall 595-596). This shows her inability to comprehend the depth of Mary’s desperation that 
could have urged her to risk her sister’s wrath and that of the king. 
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Anne’s ruthlessness is not limited to women. Her first love, Henry Percy, the heir of the Earl 
of Northumberland is ruined by Anne’s callous treatment of him. They secretly “[pledge] 
themselves before witnesses” when Anne first arrives to England, which is met with 
disapproval from everyone because they both have other intendeds (Wolf Hall 69). 
Afterwards, when Anne attracts Henry’s attention, she quickly discards Percy and says that 
she was never pre-contracted to him and that she remains a virgin. Percy, still in love with 
her, is then forced to marry and bullied into swearing on the Bible before the king that he 
never married Anne or had sexual relations with her. Unable to reconcile his conscience to the 
fact that he has committed bigamy, he refuses to consummate his second marriage, seeks 
comfort in drink and falls deathly ill. By the time he is forced to recant his previous oath, he is 
dying from liver disease. Anne’s ill treatment of Percy is another example of her pragmatic 
cruelty. She does not drive him to despair out of hatred. His anguish is nothing more than a 
consequence of Anne’s ambition. Had she never caught the king’s eye, Anne would have 
settled for an earl’s heir. As it is, Percy stands in the way of her career.  
The most telling sign of Anne’s brutal and unfeeling nature is her abusive behaviour towards 
her inferiors. All her ladies in waiting are terrified of her. Cromwell observes their bowed 
heads and gazes fixed at the floor and thinks that “Anne seems to inspire it” (Wolf Hall 201). 
Her very gestures are intended to terrify: “She orders her women out: a vehement gesture, a 
child scaring crows” (Bring Up the Bodies 127). She calls Jane Seymour a “sickly milk-faced 
creeper” who “cries if you look at her sideways” (Wolf Hall 242), which implies that Anne 
has reduced Jane to tears before. Aside from pinching her sister Mary, Anne once slaps her 
sister-in-law, Lady Rochford, for irritating her. The worst abuse is suffered by Mark Smeaton, 
the young musician who is later executed as one of Anne’s purported lovers. He is madly in 
love with Anne while she toys with him by flirting and petting him until she tires of it and she 
ignores him. Unable to endure the torment Smeaton kneels before her but Anne snaps and 
cruelly demeans him: “Oh, for Mary’s sweet sake, stand on your two feet. I do you favours in 
noticing you at all, what do you expect, do you think I should talk to you as if you were a 
gentleman? I cannot, Mark, because you are an inferior person” (Wolf Hall 307). 
Because Anne has nothing to gain from her attendants and servants the inhumanity she shows 
them stems purely from Anne’s viciousness. It is only in her abuse of her sister Mary, her 
ladies in waiting and Smeaton that the evil for evil’s sake motivation of the Gothic villain is 
truly present. Her reaction to the suffering of her subjects proves this. She is unsympathetic to 
Mary’s plight as evident from the fact that she does nothing to help her despite the fact that as 
~ 90 ~ 
 
queen she is in a position to protect her from their family as well as being the only person who 
could convince the king to allow her to marry. Even more tellingly, Anne openly enjoys 
Mark’s misery for she laughs when he runs away in tears after her putdown.  
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3.3.3 Anne’s Lust and Rebellion 
Anne’s story is the story of a Byronic hero even more than Henry’s own. Her journey of 
rebellion against authority that leads her to become an outcast closely follows that of Henry, 
but it is her self-destructive actions and consequent ruin which solidify her status as a fallen 
Byronic hero. The same cannot be said of Henry whose self-destructiveness never reaches a 
satisfying conclusion. Anne pays for her arrogance and rebellion with her life just like 
Frankenstein, Dorian Gray, and Eustacia, while Henry never does. He can only experience the 
Byronic hero’s ultimate fate, his self-annihilation, vicariously through Anne. It is Anne who 
actively achieves it, and in doing so claims Henry’s title as the primary Byronic hero for her 
own just as Gulnare does with Conrad.  
Anne’s rebellion is a rebellion against the traditional female role, as is often the case with 
Byronic heroines. When discussing the desired qualities in a queen Mantel provides a list of 
expectations for all women: “She should have all the virtues of an ordinary woman, but she 
must have them to a higher degree. She must be more modest, more humble, more discreet 
and more obedient” (Bring Up the Bodies 256). The demands of her society are incompatible 
with Anne’s Byronic spirit, particularly with the two core features of her character: her pride 
and her lust for power, which are closely intertwined. Like Eustacia, Anne is ambitious and 
unwilling to settle for an arranged marriage, an estate with “frugal amenities” and the dismal 
social life “available to her when, on special occasions, she hacks on the poor dirt roads to 
Dublin” (Wolf Hall 67), so far removed from the glamourous life she has known at the French 
court. Thus Anne rebels for the first time when she secretly marries Henry Percy, heir to one 
of the most distinguished English titles, a marriage seen as “below a Percy […] in the dynastic 
sense” (Wolf Hall 68). This rebellion is the most significant in terms of establishing Anne’s 
iron resolve and nerve, for the authority she is rebelling against is not her family but none 
other than the king himself. It is his prerogative to approve the unions of all his noble 
subjects. “The king won’t have it” (Wolf Hall 67), Anne is informed, but she defies his 
authority, laying the foundations of her later interactions with Henry. 
As Henry’s female incarnation Anne too possesses a lustful nature. However, Henry’s lust 
manifests as sexual desire, while Anne’s lust is reserved entirely for her ambition. Even 
though ambition is a typical Byronic trait, Anne’s desire to dominate and enforce her will is 
more characteristic of the Gothic villain, just like Henry’s lecherous tendencies. She tells 
Cromwell, “if I am regent, watch yourself, I will have your obedience or I will have your 
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head” (Bring Up the Bodies 203). Anne will suffer no one to question her authority, not even 
Henry. It is she who tries to usurp his authority by inserting herself into every aspect of 
Henry’s life and slowly taking it over: “It is hard to remember the king, before Anne; hard to 
imagine him without her. She hovers around him. She reads over his shoulder. She gets into 
his dreams. Even when she’s lying next to him it’s not close enough for her” (Bring Up the 
Bodies 221). 
Anne’s influence over Henry becomes so great that she begins to dictate his political 
decisions, being the main promoter and beneficiary of Henry’s split with Rome, she appoints 
the new bishops and manages to extract a promise from Henry that she will be regent in case 
of his absence. Anne systematically undermines Henry’s authority, which becomes evident to 
the whole court when she argues with him in public and shows no deference when he enters a 
room for she “does not rise or curtsey” (Bring Up the Bodies 92). Anne’s lack of respect for 
Henry is proof of her lack of love for him and the ultimate proof that for Anne, their entire 
relationship is nothing more than a calculated step in her quest to become queen. She never 
even alludes to having any affection for Henry and always speaks of him as if he were a 
conquest. When he begins to court Jane, Anne says “she will not hold Henry a week”, linking 
him, like Cromwell, to a beast to be caught and tamed (Bring Up the Bodies 132). Her 
possessiveness of Henry and her fury towards any woman who threatens to steal him from her 
is not a result of Anne’s jealousy as a wife but her fear of losing her source of power. For 
Anne, Henry is nothing more than a tool to advance her own career. Cromwell comments on 
this: “He has always rated Anne highly as a strategist […] Everything she does is calculated” 
(Bring Up the Bodies 242). Power itself is not sufficient for Anne. Being an arrogant Byronic 
hero, she demands recognition of her importance, specifically with regards to the 
Reformation, for which she claims all the credit: “If [Henry] turns his back on me he will turn 
his back on the great and marvellous work done in this realm since I became queen - I mean 
the work for the gospel […] Since my coronation there is a new England. It cannot subsist 
without me” (Bring Up the Bodies 132). 
Anne also credits herself with Cromwell’s success. When they are at odds she threatens him, 
“those who are made can be unmade” (Bring Up the Bodies 133), implying she alone was 
responsible for his rise in favour and ignoring Cromwell’s brilliance as an administrator and 
manipulator, which recommended him to Henry. However, Anne’s hunger for adulation is 
more than an extension of her villainous lust for power. At its core it is the extreme result of 
her need for validation, which stems from her inherent pride and unshakeable sense of self-
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worth, the essential characteristic of any Byronic heroine. It is the driving force behind 
Anne’s second rebellion when she refuses to degrade herself by becoming Henry’s mistress in 
a move reminiscent of Jane Eyre. In doing so Anne rebels against the unspoken societal rule 
at Henry’s court, which presupposes that highborn ladies fortunate enough to attract the 
king’s attention have a duty to yield to his seduction in order to secure favours for their 
families. Anne thus rebels against a society that does not recognize a woman’s possession of 
or need for self-worth. Anne’s refusal is firstly motivated by her ambition, which cannot be 
satisfied by any other position than that of queen. It is also consistent with her pragmatic 
outlook as explained by Mary: “[Anne] knows I was Henry’s mistress and she sees how I am 
left. And she takes a lesson from it” (Wolf Hall 136). However, it is Anne’s wish to be 
respected that is the main reason for her rebellion. The first time Anne expresses true joy and 
contentment is when she is expecting her first child. She explains, “I was always desired. But 
now I am valued. And that is a different thing, I find” (Wolf Hall 431). But Anne wants to be 
appreciated for more than her ability to produce children since this is the traditional female 
role she is trying to escape. It is from this secret longing for admiration and recognition of her 
worth as an intelligent woman that Anne’s power-hungry nature develops, for in the male-
dominated world power alone is the measure of a person. Consequently, Anne comes to 
despise women. “Most women are foolish. And vicious. I have seen it,” she says 
condescendingly and concludes, “I have lived among the women too long” (Wolf Hall 237), 
which indicates her intention to forsake the sphere of her sex and break into the realm of men. 
Anne rebels one final time when she refuses to enter a convent in order to leave Henry free to 
marry Jane Seymour. She says once, “If I were Katherine, I too would intrigue. I would not 
forgive […] You would not see me meek, if Henry cast me off. I too would want war” (Bring 
Up the Bodies 92), and she is true to her word. Anne’s pride cannot bear the loss of her royal 
title and the fact that she should submit to Henry’s will. Death is preferable so she chooses to 
be tried on charges of adultery, knowing full well that she will be executed. Her attempt to 
usurp the position of the Byronic hero is successful, she dies the victim of her own pride and 
ambition, yet unsuccessful for she fails to garner much sympathy due to a lack of remorse. 
Redemption is forever outside Anne’s reach because she feels no guilt for her actions unlike 
Eustacia, who kills herself to repent for her sins. Her pride is too great to be able to bear the 
loss of Henry gracefully, unlike Jane, who accepts her life of deprivation without complaint 
after she loses Rochester. The only thing Anne laments is her loss of power, and ultimately 
her self-respect. When she is told she is to await her execution in the queen’s apartments 
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where she awaited her coronation she cries, “It is too good for me” (Bring Up the Bodies 360) 
and the depth of her self-loathing is revealed: “One thing she set out to do, this side of 
salvation: get Henry and keep him. She has lost him to Jane Seymour, and no court of law 
will judge her more harshly than she judges herself” (Bring Up the Bodies 360). 
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4 Conclusion 
The analysis of the novels’ dark mood and extensive use of Gothic machinery as well as the 
examination of Thomas More whose character fits the description of the Gothic villain 
confirm that Hilary Mantel’s Wolf Hall and Bring Up the Bodies contain many elements of 
the Gothic novel. The study of Henry VIII shows that his depiction is consistent with the 
figure of the Byronic hero though there are certain aspects of his character, most notably his 
cruelty towards women, which are more typical of the Gothic villain. Anne Boleyn likewise is 
a good example of the late Byronic heroine, who eventually usurps the position of the Byronic 
hero. Like Henry she to exhibits some features generally attributed to the Gothic villain, such 
as a lack of guilt for her evil deeds. Both Henry and Anne fall on the darker side of the 
Byronic hero spectrum, close to the territory of the Gothic villain, mainly due to their inability 
to gain sympathy for their misfortune. Further research is necessary in order to more finely 
illuminate the complexity of the characters of Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn. The relationship 
of each of them with Cromwell in particular should be given more attention. Cromwell 
himself is a good candidate for the title of Byronic hero, but he has purposefully been left out 
of this thesis because the study of his character would prove too extensive for a paper of this 
size. Considering Cromwell has been discussed as a tragic hero by several researchers, but has 
not yet been examined as a Byronic hero, a comparison between the two possible 
interpretations is recommended. The analysis of Cromwell’s character would deepen the 
understanding of Henry VIII’s character, because it would allow for a comparison between 
two widely different versions of the Byronic hero. Unlike Henry, Cromwell’s version is much 
more calculating and dispassionate, and also has the distinction of being a rare example of the 
Byronic hero without a love interest, who is usually at the centre of his character arch. The 
very fact that two male Byronic heroes appear in the same novel is unique. The interaction 
between them and the influence of one on the other requires further examination. The thesis 
would also benefit from the analysis of Jane Seymour. Unlike Anne, the subversive Byronic 
heroine of later authors, Jane exhibits traits of the character’s earlier incarnations found in 
Byron’s poems. Her relationship with Henry should be given more attention. A comparison 
between Jane’s light and Anne’s dark Byronic heroine is also recommended. 
The immense popularity and critical acclaim of Wolf Hall and Bring Up the Bodies are proof 
of the growing importance of the historical novel in the literary world. The genre plays a great 
part in our society’s quest to demystify the past. Due to an almost-universal shift in mentality 
towards tolerance and equality with regards to issues such as sex, ethnicity, religious belief, 
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and sexual orientation, the need to understand the past has never been so pressing. It is our 
history that illuminates our present, and more importantly, our future. Through her Gothic-
Byronic heroes Mantel presents an alternate—and in many ways controversial—take on a 
centuries old tale, which has been retold countless times in writing and through various screen 
adaptations. Her dissection of the portraits of historical figures is akin to the tracing of gay 
sub-text in bygone eras
4
. The search for truth is futile, but it is the effort, the possibility of a 
newer, less biased, version that the historical novel is interested in.  
The discussion about the Gothic villain and the Byronic hero is more relevant than ever 
before. In recent years the obsession with the morally ambiguous hero and the redeemable 
villain has reached unimaginable heights. If in Byron’s times his heroes were derided as 
sentimental at best and corruptive at worst, today the Byronic hero is considered to be the 
most developed as well as the most intriguing type of hero. It is not the unwaveringly moral 
Superman that tops the lists of best superheroes of all time; it is the grim and conflicted 
Batman, whose battles with supervillains are often eclipsed by those with his own inner 
demons. Iron Man, Doctor Strange, Edward Cullen, Severus Snape, Jon Snow, the Witcher, 
Lex Luthor, Jonathan Strange, Angel and Spike, or Damon Salvatore, are just a handful of 
names that have enraptured fans of imaginary worlds in the past two decades. They hail from 
different worlds, from books, comic books, television series, films, even video games. 
Whether they are vampires, wizards, warriors, superheroes, the one thing they have in 
common is that they are all incarnations of the Byronic hero. The tortured villain-hero 
transcends both mediums as well as genres. Ironically, the notorious outsider seems to fit in 
everywhere. Such is his appeal that despite his commercialization he has retained his dignity 
in serious literary circles, as evidenced by the fact that all three of Mantel’s main characters in 
Wolf Hall and Bring Up the Bodies are variations of the Byronic hero. The secret of this 
archetype’s incredible success lies in man’s fascination with the duality of human nature, the 
eternal struggle between good and evil within our souls. The ever-changing, ever-struggling 
Byronic hero forever caught between the lightness and the dark within him is the most 
relatable, most humane hero in existence. Never before has this kinship between a fictional 
character and a human being been felt than in today’s society that celebrates fluid identities 
and rejects black-and-white extremes. Neither a hero nor a villain, the Byronic hero’s struggle 
to define himself appeals to the contemporary individual, who is often disinclined to label his 
                                                 
4
 An example is the author Sarah Waters whose novels Tipping the Velvet (1998), Affinity (1999), and 
Fingersmith (2002) explore the suppressed voices of gays and lesbians in Victorian England (de Groot 112). 
~ 97 ~ 
 
or her gender, sexual-orientation, religious or political beliefs. The Byronic hero is sometimes 
hardly a hero at all but he is a hero of our time.  
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Izjava o avtorstvu 
Izjavljam, da je magistrsko delo v celoti moje avtorsko delo ter da so uporabljeni viri in 
literatura navedeni v skladu s strokovnimi standardi in veljavno zakonodajo. 
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